local heroes

Food-Related Nonprofit: Hope's Harvest RI
BY BROOKE CONSTANCE WHITE / PHOTOGRAPHY BY ERIN MCGINN | MARCH 05, 2020

The numbers speak for themselves. In 2019, Hope’s Harvest RI volunteers harvested and
rescued 68,000 pounds of locally grown food that would otherwise have been wasted and
distributed it to hunger relief agencies throughout the state.
Founding Director Eva Agudelo said “one-off” gleaning events programs had been tried before in
the state but before Hope’s Harvest, there hadn’t been one single organization dedicated to
gleaning food from farms. It’s an easy concept to grasp, she said, but ultimately, it’s harder to
implement than you’d think. Having worked with food pantries, farmers and nonprofits in the
past, Eva said she knew she had the skill set to make it a reality.
“I think this work helps individuals who wouldn’t normally be connected to our local farms or
food pantries get a better perspective and see how food connects all of us,” she said. “Because
ultimately, we need to be engaging with each other and putting our collective skills and resources
together to increase food security for everyone.”
HopesHarvest.org
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Rhode Island Food Systems Rally in Time of Crisis
ecori.org/farming/2020/3/25/rhode-island-food-systems-rally-in-time-of-crisis
Jo Detz

March 25, 2020

The coronavirus pandemic has demonstrated the importance of local food systems that are nimbler than their large-scale counterparts and
can adapt more quickly. (ecoRI News)

While runs on the supermarket have become seemingly commonplace during the coronavirus crisis, the fate
of our globalized food system is up in the air. But one thing is certain: local food systems will be more
important than ever.

By GRACE KELLY/ecoRI News staff
Food systems are complex networks that connect everyone: the wealthy, the poor, restaurants, grocery stores, fishermen, and
farmers.
“Food is a fundamental need that everyone has to have access to,” said Eva Agudelo, founder of Pawtucket, R.I.-based Hope’s
Harvest, a service that collects the leftover produce from local farmers’ fields and donates it to food banks. “And in an
emergency, like coronavirus, making sure that people have food is essential.”
Cue the empty shelves and the panic-induced food hoarding. Heck, cue my packed freezer.
“I ordered food from a grocery store to be delivered, and I selected one kind of mushroom, and I was brought a different
kind,” said Nessa Richman, network director of the Rhode Island Food Policy Council. “I assume this was because the kind I
wanted was out of stock. Meanwhile, maybe I could’ve ordered local mushrooms of the exact sort I wanted from Market
Mobile and had them delivered to my door.”
The coronavirus pandemic has demonstrated the importance of local food systems that, unlike global and national foodsupply chains, are nimbler than their large-scale counterparts, and can adapt quickly to disasters.
“The fact is, we have a national and global food system and, whether it’s from a virus or another disaster, that food system is
going to be interrupted and disrupted more as we move into the future,” Richman said. “And what that means is that the more
robust local and regional food system we can develop, the more secure and safe and healthy our food supply will be.”
While panic-shopping has depleted supermarket stocks, the pandemic has also highlighted both the plight and importance of
local farmers and fisheries, and has shed a light on the sharp divide in food equity and access that is right under our noses.

Each month, according to the Rhode Island Food Bank, more than 53,000 Rhode Islanders receive food assistance.
“The Rhode Island Food Bank is an incredibly well-oiled machine and they are really on top of staying in touch with people
and doing this level of emergency response,” Agudelo said. “They really get it. They get that we need to make sure that people
are fed.”
According to the organization’s website, “in response to the COVID-19 crisis, the Food Bank has made some adjustments to
our operations, but we continue to deliver food through our statewide network of member agencies.”
While volunteer shifts have been suspended for the next two weeks, the organization noted that, “Our top priority is to ensure
that our network of pantries remains strong and able to distribute healthy, nutritious food to those who need it most.”

The coronavirus pandemic has revealed that the move toward local isn’t just a trend used to market “farm-to-table” food at
fine-dining establishments. As Richman noted, it’s essential, and according to US Farm Data, small farms are popping up
across the country at a rapid clip, with about 670,000 farmers managing small-acreage farms vs. the 46,000 farmers
managing large farms.
But it’s not easy being a small-scale farmer, with the U.S. Department of Agriculture reporting that 50 percent of all farms, big
and small, have less than $10,000 in sales. (Plus, Rhode Island has some of the highest farmland prices in the country.)
Add a pandemic to the mix, and the smallest farms with the slimmest margins can see their entire market — i.e., steady
wholesale purchased by restaurants — completely wiped out.
“My biggest concern are those small farms that rely heavily on wholesale clients as restaurants shut down across the state,”
said Katie Steere, from Deep Roots Farm in North Scituate, which sells pastured meat and eggs. “While I know we’re all
working hard to pivot, it can’t be easy to see your sales channels disappear overnight.”
And it’s not just farms feeling the hit. According to Richman, oyster farming is one industry that’s also being walloped by the
coronavirus pandemic.
“They’re probably down to close to zero income at this point,” she said. “They really, really depend on the restaurant business
to sell their oysters.”
Kate Masury, program director for Eating with the Ecosystem, noted that the local fishing industry was feeling the
reverberations from COVID-19 long before the virus hit the United States.
“Most of our international markets are being impacted,” she said. “We sell a lot of seafood over to Asia, so that’s obviously not
happening at the moment — the demand from China has been closed off for a while. So those are some major markets that got
cut off, so we’ve been feeling those impacts, and then we felt it from Europe and other places.”
Then, U.S. restaurants shuttered, and the lifeline for many fishermen was totally severed.
“With restaurants closing down here in Rhode Island, in the U.S., that’s had a huge impact as well, because that’s where a lot
of our seafood goes,” Masury said. “In this country 80 percent of seafood we eat as consumers is consumed at restaurants.”

To help farms and fisheries that rely on wholesale, Farm Fresh Rhode Island, which normally delivers produce orders for
restaurant clients from a variety of local farms, opened up its Market Mobile service to the public.
“This is something we’ve never done before, but we are trying to respond quickly to the needs of local farmers (and eaters),”
Rebecca Seggel, Farm Fresh’s communications director, said.
And so far, the consumer response has been huge.
“We received 525 new accounts in the span of 24 hours, and that is still growing,” said Nikki Ayres, sales manager for Market
Mobile. “These past two order cycles have had more stops that we ever have had on a route.”
For Adam Graffunder of Foggy Notion Farm in Johnston, Market Mobile opening up to the public has been a good alternative
to their farmers market and wholesale distribution channels.
“We lost a week or so of sales as restaurants and schools were closing,” he said. “During this time, we saw many businesses
focusing on moving to online ordering, home delivery, and pickup. I contacted Market Mobile, suggesting that if they would
promote the use of their service for home delivery, we would re-post the promotion to our followers. Likely other businesses
selling through Market Mobile did likewise. It seems to be working.”
Some farms, such as Roots Farm in Tiverton, are turning to their community-supported agriculture (CSA) customers and
pick-up orders as alternatives to selling at farmers markets.
“We mostly do retail, so we do a CSA, and farmers markets are our primary outlets,” said Kelli Roberts, co-owner of Roots
Farm. "We do two winter markets, which are normally ongoing this time of year, and three in the summer, but both the winter
markets have been closed. So, there’s no more markets for us, but it’s for the best. I totally understand it. I don’t want to put
anyone at risk. But it certainly made this week interesting, trying to figure out new sales channels.”
Roberts noted that if the markets she normally sells at continue to be closed, the farm may consider delivery, or even open up
a farmstand.
But as of late, many local farmers have been amazed at the outpouring of support from the public.

“We have heard so many stories about families and neighbors going in on orders and combining purchases to be able to
benefit from buying in bulk,” Farm Fresh’s Ayres said. “Seeing communities come together for local food [at a safe distance of
course] has been a silver lining of all of this.”
Richman, of the Rhode Island Food Policy Council, said that perhaps this crisis will help us realize the importance of
supporting local food systems, especially when massive disasters — whether they be a virus or related to the climate crisis —
could be a frequent part of the future.
“Developing a local and regional food system isn’t just a nice thing that preserves the agriculture and fishing heritage in our
state,” she said. “Growing a robust local and regional food system is really the answer to avoiding the worst impact of an
interrupted food system that we are facing now as a result of this virus and that we will face in the future as a result of
environmental disasters and other events.”
Graffunder said local farms are important all the time, not just during a crisis.
“Eating fresh food grown well is an essential good health practice, and the freshest food is that grown close by,” he said.
“Smaller farms have smaller work forces, which reduces the number of people handling the food. Local farms also maintain
the land around them and provide places for outdoor recreation and connection with nature, which I think are important to
remember.”
It turns out that “I love my farmer” bumper sticker has never been more important.

from the earth

Growing Stronger, Together
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Farming in a Global Pandemic Sharpens the Focus on the Future of Local Ag
For nearly a decade, Kelli and Mike Roberts have offered seasonal produce bundles from their farm in Tiverton to a loyal customer base,
which generally hovers around 150 people. That number has more or less remained the same over the years, until this spring, when
demand for local food soared, and the couple had to create a CSA wait list for the first time.
“I’d love to let [more] people join,” Kelli Roberts said, “but we don’t want to dilute the quality of this farm share program [or CSA] we’ve
developed over the years.”
This interest, while reassuring to many farmers, is also overwhelming. Roots Farm, like many farms around the state, is a small
operation and doesn’t have the capacity to meet such an increase in demand for locally produced food—a direct result of Covid-19 and
the unprecedented events of this spring. As of late May, the farm’s CSA wait list had surpassed 50 people.
Earlier in the year, before farmers markets reopened around the state, Kelli and Mike were among the farmers able to quickly pivot to
online orders via a digital marketplace. Essentially, they repurposed their CSA order form into a general order form, and began offering
curbside pickup, which “took right off,” Kelli Roberts said.
She and other farmers linked this growing customer base to a newfound appreciation for local food. “Their eyes have been opened to
how good and fresh this stuff is,” she said.
Kelli and Mike already had plans to expand the farm’s growing capacity, which she said is a coincidence, although it’s too soon to know if
an even greater expansion will be necessary in the near future or if the increase in demand will remain. “I don’t know if we even have
time to wrap our heads around it,” she said.
For Ken Ayars, Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management’s chief of agriculture, the events of this spring are an
opportunity to turn this renewed—and, in many cases, newfound— interest in locally grown food into a more sustainable system,
specifically one that supports local food production and also creates a shorter supply chain.
“Rhode Island has always had a strong, vibrant food system,” Ayars said. “[We’re] building on a platform that’s been around for a long
time.”

He noted that plans in the works for years, even decades, have in some ways been accelerated by Covid, namely those focused on
shortening the state’s supply chain. “It’s interesting where people want to go when the larger food system is challenged,” Ayars said,
noting Rhode Islanders went straight to their source, whether for vegetables, meats, dairy products or fresh fish. While no one can be
sure what the future holds, Ayars thinks it’s likely that Covid will continue to influence food systems for some time to come.
“The ‘new normal,’ in many ways, is closer to the current normal because we’ve been moving this way for years,” he said.

Ayars’ biggest concern going forward is how to help wholesale producers whose main markets disappeared overnight, like farmers who
grow for restaurants and schools, or fishermen who rely on export sales. Overcoming this obstacle, which involves a transition from
wholesale to retail, will take some time.

“[We need to] spread out and diversify the market,” Ayars said, which means assuming it may not reappear as it once was, and also
capitalizing on the energy that surfaced with the increased demand this spring. “There’s more work to be done.”
Since the onset of Covid-19, Ayars has been hosting weekly calls related to food access and the needs of the agriculture community,
bringing people together across government agencies and grassroots organizations, from farmers to local food advocates. The food
access Zoom meetings were held three times a week for two months, and are now held twice weekly, and the agriculture call happens
once a week (and fisheries on another day, led by Bob Ballou).
Those calls were able to transpire with relative ease—and led to people working together, often rather quickly, to create tangible
solutions to pressing problems—largely because of pre-existing relationships. “There was a lot of trust and knowledge in place,” said
Sheri Griffin, co–executive director of Farm Fresh RI, noting the advantage of living in a small state. “When this crisis descended, we
already had a pretty strong community, and this has strengthened that a great deal.”
Much of Griffin’s work, and the work of Farm Fresh, a nonprofit organization, is to create more equity within the state’s food system,
through advocacy work and hands-on programming.
“Covid is uncovering a lot of fault lines around a ton of different things,” she said, especially the supply chain. “For the first time in
many, many people’s lifetimes, they’ve gone into a grocery store and seen empty shelves.
“People are reeling a bit from understanding the food system is not a factory,” she continued, “it’s a living, breathing organism.” The
meaning of “no farms, no food” has been elevated from a catchy slogan to a fact of life, one evident as meat or dairy products remain
scarce and the number of eggs available for purchase is limited. The result is people reaching out to local growers and producers, signing
up for CSAs and farm deliveries.
A long-term issue that Griffin would like to see addressed is access to affordable farmland, while also making farming more accessible to
people of color, especially those from diverse backgrounds and cultures. Covid, she noted, exposed a lot of racial inequities that have
long-existed within the system, like how “food is a social determinant of health,” and she hopes this focus persists in a way that creates
real change.
Kim Coulter is among the farmers who has been listening in on the weekly agriculture calls, where talk has often been had about the
effects of Covid-19 on the meat industry, namely a backlog at local and regional processing centers. She, along with her husband, Bill;
son, Josh; and sister, Nina Luchka, own and operate Stoney Hill Cattle Farm in Charlestown, which has been in her family since 1955. It
sits on about 180 acres, and, on any given day, has about 125 layer hens, 150 broiler chickens, 40 head of cattle and 20 to 25 hogs.
Typically, Coulter makes an appointment for meat processing eight months in advance. However, this spring several appointments were
pushed back because of an increase in demand following the shutdown of large meat plants in other parts of the country. “It’s been
daunting,” she said, noting the processing plants have been having trouble keeping up with this demand, and also incentivizing workers
who might make more money collecting unemployment.
This spring, the farm saw an increase in demand that it was barely able to meet. Coulter said they ran out of chickens way before
expected, and processed hogs into pork sooner than planned. For two weeks this spring, the farm was out of stock completely.

“We’ve never been out of product before in such a short period of time,” she said. A lot of people have recently visited the farm, she
added, and were surprised to discover a retail market, which has existed for the past 10 years.
Another noticeable change this spring came in the form of buying patterns. Coulter noted that more people are requesting larger cuts of
meat, something she hasn’t seen in nearly 15 years. Instead of choice cuts, people are asking for a quarter, or even half, cow.
“We haven’t had this demand for large quantities for a while,” she said. “Things are turning back, back to when people want to know
they have the security of food on the table, to feed the whole family,” Coulter noted, hitting on a trend of recent months, one where the
way of the future seems to be rooted in the traditions of the past.
She and her husband, along with farmers from seven other farms, created the Rhode Island Raised Livestock Association, working for
years to establish a processing facility in the state, but it never quite came to fruition; there were a lot of challenges to overcome.
However, it’s possible that with so much increased focus on local food, the creation of such a plant could be easier now, Coulter said.
In the meantime, local support—from other farmers, the general public, from Ayars, whom Coulter describes as “a saving grace to all of
us”—has been tremendous. “We’re all there to watch everyone’s back,” she said.

Heidi Quinn, the executive director of the Rhode Island Farm Bureau, is among those people cosistently looking out for farmers around
the state.
“Agriculture is a fragile economy, period,” she said, with or without Covid, which has only added to the system’s fragility. “This is
something that really hit a group that, for the most part, is always in a struggle.”
Quinn has been watching as some farmers, like the Robertses at Roots Farm, had the pre-existing technological savvy to quickly pivot
and adapt to digital demand, while others didn’t even know where to begin. The result has been some farmers stopping altogether and
others reporting that they’ve sold more product than previous springs.
Like the others, Quinn hopes the demand for local food is lasting. “In 2020, people should know where their food is coming from,” she
said, but “people just don’t.”
In addition to supporting food producers, Quinn also noted the need to support agritourism, like corn mazes and pick-your-own crops,
which feed into the sales of other farm products. By her estimates, 70 to 90% of a farm’s income “could come from agritourism and
associated sales.” She, along with Ayars and others, spent much of this spring working to create guidance that will safely support this
industry for the foreseeable future, meaning creating plans for maintaining social distance and best practices amidst a public health
crisis. Such modifications and adaptations are imperative to the success of the local food system, she said.

For Rich Pederson, the head farmer at Southside Community Land Trust (SCLT), as well as a board member of the Hope Street Farmers
Market in Providence, having to tackle such problems has been an opportunity for innovation and also a sign of resilience. SCLT “serves
people in economically challenged urban neighborhoods where fresh produce is scarce,” and owns or directly manages 21 community
gardens in Providence, Pawtucket and Central Falls, as well as another 37 gardens through various partnerships.
In late May, SCLT held its 28th annual plant sale. This year, for the first time, the event was reconfigured as a curbside grab-and-go sale.
Despite this sudden reinvention, “it went really well,” Pederson said, noting there was a lot of support, which he believes is an indicator
of more and more people wanting to grow their own food—a direct result of Covid and its impact on the food system.
“The farmers markets and the plant sale, to me, are the same idea [in terms of] having space to congregate over food—food to grow, food
to eat,” Pederson said, noting that in both cases people have showed up in impressive numbers to support the cause. “Food growing is
essential.”
As far as new practices at the community gardens, hand-washing stations have been installed, which he thinks is actually a good
addition long-term. Also, he noted that a significant number of plants were donated to area food pantries, through the help of nonprofit
Hope’s Harvest, so fresh herbs and produce can be among the pantry offerings.
“If people need to grow food, let’s give them opportunities to do it,” he said, observing that there has been a strong sense of unity and
support across and among different groups in recent months, which he applauds.
Ayars would agree, and added that this spring has paved the way for potential, and the possibility of an even stronger food system. “I
think we’ll come out of this better than before,” he said. “What we had was functioning and not disrupted to the degree we’re seeing
now. These disruptions, and this pressure, will cause some changes to happen that are good for the future of the long-term food system.”
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A Food Pantry on Aquidneck Island Offers Hope Amid the Chaos
BY ANNIE SHERMAN | APRIL 16, 2020

Day-by-day changes in processing and food movement are impacting the Ocean State’s infrastructure, but many agree that in a global
crisis like this, new opportunities for collaboration are popping up to instill lessons of hope amid the chaos.
There were 25 people waiting in line at the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Community Center Food Pantry (MLK) last Friday
morning. Spaced six feet apart and wearing face masks, they were a somber crowd, anxious about their next meal.
This scene is familiar across the state and region, as food pantries have become popular places for all the wrong reasons. As more
residents face unemployment and need help feeding their families due to forced business closures, pantries have seen a surge. Deep in
hunger services, MLK has postponed other integral education and nutrition programs, and has been forced to eliminate crucial
volunteer labor to lower Covid-19 exposure risk, while shifting existing staff to food services in order to escape its own layoffs.
Meanwhile it is paying more for fresh food and is working with new local resources to provide produce and support to their own
communities. This is another front line.
MLK’s Food Pantry in Newport is one of the state’s largest, feeding the city that claims Rhode Island’s fifth-highest rate of poverty. In
the past month, however, its activity has skyrocketed, serving more than 1,900 people, including 380 first-time clients, not all of whom
live beneath the poverty line. Its largest spike in recent years equates to nearly 50% of the individuals they fed in all of 2019, served in
just four weeks.
“We have seen a huge increase in people who have never come to a pantry in their life and never imagined they would have to. Many are
employees from restaurants and hotels who suddenly got laid off, and they’re trying to make ends meet,” says MLK’s Executive Director
Heather Hole Strout. “We are seeing very grateful people. But they are scared, anxious—and the difference from when they walk in the
door and walk out is stark.”
There is not typically a line to get in the door at MLK, Hole Strout explains, but then again, there is not typically a global pandemic
either. So MLK is shifting its policies, procedures and expectations all around. It has enacted state and federal Department of Health
and Centers for Disease Control standards to separate clients through social distancing measures. MLK limits access inside to one client
at a time, and serves up to two weeks of pre-bagged groceries rather than allowing clients to shop for individual items. This means
clients must wait outside, sometimes in inclement weather for up to 30 minutes. It’s not ideal, Hole Strout says, but they are striving to
protect themselves as well as their clients amid unprecedented challenges and intensified demand.

“Our growth in 2019 was 16% over 2018. This year, our growth could be 30% if we continue, or more. It’s big,” Hole Strout says. “The
biggest time we see new clients is at Thanksgiving and Christmas, so this growth is huge for this time of year. I have no idea where this
will go. People who were already struggling will likely face an even harder time, and people who are newly struggling may need help for
longer than they ever expected.”
Those struggles are being felt across the state and region, echoes Hugh Minor of RI Community Food Bank in Providence, which
provides food to MLK every week. In just one week of March, it served 350,000 pounds of food, an increase of 100,000 pounds over the
same week last year. For the month, it dispersed 39% more food than last March, and the trajectory continues to rise. In Massachusetts,
the scene is parallel. The Greater Boston Food Bank has seen a 50% increase in demand, reports the Boston Globe, while March was
its largest distribution month in 40 years, distributing eight million pounds of food, instead of five million, to its 600 partner agencies
across the Commonwealth.
“Our focus is to keep the food system flowing. The challenge is to keep food coming in as fast as it’s going out, so we’re ordering far more
food, but there are items that are not available to purchase, or the delivery time can be weeks,” Minor says. “Agencies are asking for
more, too, so we’re adding bigger Saturday deliveries to make sure they don’t run out. Meanwhile, we are seeing less food donated by
food stores, because people who can afford it are buying more at their local markets. That panic buying is impacting us, particularly at
this level, so agencies have to rely on us even more to get food on their shelves.”
Despite the mountain of obstacles, these nonprofit agencies and food pantries are finding the silver lining. Since providing fresh produce
is a hallmark of MLK’s hunger services work, it is continuing to make that a priority during this crisis. Last year, it purchased $150,000
worth of fresh fruits and veggies in addition to non-perishable items like spaghetti and tomato sauce, beans or peanut butter, for its
indoor pantry, mobile food pantry and Food 2 Friends food delivery service to homebound seniors. That cost is slated to rise again in
2020, especially once MLK gets running normally and must do a big restock of essential items. How much, though, remains unclear,
Hole Strout says.

Since 2018, Hope’s Harvest has recovered almost 115,000 pounds (57 tons) of fresh produce for local hunger relief agencies, including
The Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Community Center Food Pantry shown here.

Local Food to Pantry

Though the growing season is just getting underway now, and the harvest is yet to begin, there is plenty of local food to be found. MLK
continues to work with local farms that are clearing out winter stocks and gleaning unused produce, including Jamestown Community
Farm in Jamestown. MLK buys fresh milk from Arruda’s Dairy Farm in Tiverton, and works with organizations that rescue unused
produce from farms, like Hope’s Harvest RI, which operates statewide.

Bob Sutton at Jamestown Community Farm has been donating food to MLK for almost the entirety of the farm’s 20 years, he says.
He delivers as much as 20 to 30 dozen eggs each month, December through February, and when he offered a rare spring harvest of kale
and collard greens this week, MLK gratefully accepted.
“We deliver 200 to 300 pounds of fresh produce each week to three agencies across the state, between 21,000 and 28,000 pounds, or 12
to 14 tons, each year,” he says. “Most of the food we deliver on Wednesdays to MLK and McAuley House in Providence. This is really a
positive for local food production. We certainly believe the idea that fresh food shouldn’t be limited to people on the basis of money or
access. So that’s our primary mission, and that goes on no matter what.”
Working directly with farms to harvest unused produce and divert it to pantries like MLK, Eva Agudelo of Hope’s Harvest RI is
continuing the food conversation even further by reducing food waste in the system. If a farm has too many winter root crops in storage,
for example, as Four Town Farm did last week, and it would be thrown away or turned under, Agudelo facilitates its convenient
packaging and delivery to pantries that need it. As a result, Hope’s Harvest RI helped to distribute 4,740 pounds of gleaned produce in
the past two weeks, including 800 pounds of lettuce from Gotham Greens, 1,500 pounds of frozen butternut squash and 2,700 pounds
of root crops, to the RI Community Food Bank. Since 2018, it has recovered almost 115,000 pounds (57 tons) of fresh produce for local
hunger relief agencies.
“We want to expand our ability to make sure farms have a market for their produce, and that market is where the need is. If people have
lost their jobs and are visiting pantries in higher numbers than ever before, we need to fill the gap with local product,” Agudelo says.
“We are very committed to farmers being successful and making a decent living. We want them to sell what they have. And we also want
to make sure no one gets left behind. And that becomes a really important source of calories for our community because those who are
visiting pantries need fresh nutritious food.”
The ability to move fresh food here is becoming more essential as producers consider the impact of their food on people staying well, she
adds. Another consideration is the number of people who touch that food during its travels, how it is packaged and examined. Much
fresh produce is packaged in large commercial service portions of 10 heads of lettuce or 15-pound bags of butternut squash, for example,
which pantries must repackage for their individual clients or not accept at all if they lack refrigeration space. But reducing the number of
hands on the food before it gets to the final client is what Agudelo is assessing, hoping to make it easier for pantries to accept more fresh
food.
“We have to switch that thinking, and maybe bunch and pack the food in the field in a way that we didn’t used to do,” Agudelo says. “We
also are rethinking our food safety plan, accounting for these new realities and making it easier for pantries moving forward. The goal is
to repack [touch] the food as little as possible.”

The Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Community Center Food Pantry has been forced to eliminate crucial volunteer labor to lower Covid-19
exposure risk while shifting existing staff to food services.

Local Resilience

These day-by-day changes in processing and food movement are impacting the Ocean State’s infrastructure down to the last farmer and
food pantry client. But many agree that in a global crisis like this, new opportunities for collaboration are popping up to instill lessons of
hope amid the chaos.
“I am blown away by how resilient our emergency food system is and how everyone is stepping up to make sure everyone is fed. All the
food pantries are having to pivot away from heavy reliance on volunteers, because they don’t want volunteers to be at risk,” Agudelo
says. “Many pantries are run by senior citizens. They are passionate and do incredible work, but it’s not great that that’s how the system
functions, because it’s not sustainable. There are no institutional assurances that those processes will continue to function. Pantries are
filling such an essential need, but they don’t have nearly enough support to be feeding as many people as they are currently feeding.”
While MLK ceased food donations from the general public, financial contributions have increased alongside community awareness
around food insecurity. At the beginning, Hole Strout and Minor say MLK and the RI Food Bank each received donations from
restaurants that had to close abruptly and wanted to clear out perishable items. But now, they are not seeing those food donations
because many food businesses are closed. “Even nationally it’s a struggle to get enough,” Minor says. “When there is a shortage, people
start to panic: ‘We are getting supplies now, but in the long term, what will we run out of?’”
Hole Strout insists that MLK will not run out of anything, and she is working the front lines, as well as behind the scenes herself, to
ensure MLK’s clients get what they need during this challenging time. Along with other pantries and meal sites statewide, Hole Strout
also wants to guarantee that the long queues culminate in a meal for those who patiently wait.
“We’ve seen, as we have every time there is a crisis, people come together and want to help. We have seen incredible support from the
community, including new donors who have never given, plus donations from far-away places. I am so grateful,” Hole Strout says. “We
have received a couple donations from clients, which is really touching. It might be a small amount, but a $10 donation from someone
who has nothing is like a million dollars to me.”
###
For more information, visit the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Community Center, the RI Community Food Bank and Hope’s
Harvest RI.
Photos courtesy of the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Community Center.
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