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Rise in food bank usage a reflection of policy failures

O riginally conceived
as a temporary
measure to help people
cope through an economic
downturn, food banks are
now a fixture in communi-
ties nationwide, including
our own.

Worse still, they’re
fixtures seeing a soaring
demand that has the feel
of permanency.

“We continue to see
record-breaking numbers
every month. And
record-breaking numbers
are not a good thing in
our industry,” says Kim
Wilhelm, CEO of The Food
Bank of Waterloo Region.

“What would be perfect
isif the need for food
assistance went away
completely, which meant
that people have the
supports that they need.
That is, unfortunately, the
opposite to what we are
seeing.”

Demand for food
assistance last quarter,
for example, was up by
20 per cent from a year
earlier. That means one
in 10 households in the
region struggle with food
security.

Last year, The Commu-
nity Food Assistance
Network — some 120
community programs,
including those by
Woolwich Community
Services and the Wellesley
Food Cupboard - support
almost 59,000 individuals
in need.

That list includes more
than 20,000 children in
the region who live in
food-insecure house-
holds, Wilhelm notes.
That’s the impetus for
the annual “Full Bellies.
Happy Hearts.” campaign
that kicked off this week
with the goal of raising 1.5
million meals for children
and families.

The timing is inten-
tional, as the agency looks
to ensure that kids who
may benefit from nutri-
tional programs at school
continue to have support
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when they get out of the

classroom for the summer.

“During the school
year, many of these kids
rely on school nutrition
programs for meals. But
when school ends for the
summer, these programs
stop too, leaving many
kids without access to the
food they need.”

People in the region
continue to support food
bank programs, says
Wilhelm, but agencies
will be monitoring to see
donations can keep pace
with accelerated demand.
Any gaps will be problem-
atic.

While food drives are
often associated with
Thanksgiving and Christ-
mas, demand is a year-
round thing. That mean’s
donations of food items

are needed at all times.
Ditto for cash, which helps
agencies buy perishables
and the like.

As the demand for
food assistance grows in
conjunction with a drop
in the standard of living
and rising food prices,
there’s every reason to fear
there’ll be a gap between
giving and what’s needed
to help feed those in need.

Concerns about the
escalating cost of living
and stagnating incomes
are at the heart of the
matter.

When food banks got
underway - the world’s
first opened in Phoenix,
Arizonain 1967, with the
first Canadian operation
appearing in Edmonton
in 1981 - they were seen
as away to help during a
temporary downturn in
the economy. Since that
time, they’ve become
permanent resources
used by more and more

people. And not just those
on social assistance, for
instance, but increasingly
by those where one or
more people in the house-
hold have jobs.

In Waterloo Region,
2,151 of the 17,878 unique
households that received
support in the last quarter
were employed, a 16 per
centjump over a year
earlier. That segment
edged out households
receiving Ontario Works
(2,140) and those receiving
Ontario Disability Support
Program funds (2,020).

“There are anumber
of those that we know
are going to continue to
need food assistance - so,
folks who are government
support, because govern-
ment supports are simply
not adequate - but what’s
been happening even
before we started to see
this increase in the cost
of living... is that so many
people who are working,

but they still can’t get by.
Some people we hear from
are working two, three
jobs, trying to make ends
meet,” says Wilhelm.

“We don’t have anything
to measure this against
right now. We've never
experienced this demand
on things before. It’s
unprecedented.

“We were started as
atemporary measure,
and here we are 40 years
later seeing the highest
demand ever. Not so
temporary anymore.”

The “temporary” relief
provided by food banks
has become entrenched.
So, too, have the underly-
ing reasons for the grow-
ing demand: stagnating
wages losing pace with the
cost of living, particularly
housing.

While governments are
busy mouthing platitudes
about constructing more
homes, current growth
rates make it impossible

WE'LL
START OUT AT

4% AND GO
FOR 1.5%.

ArNoLd 2024

TRIAL
BALLOONS
THEN...

Founded
in1996.

@ STEVE
KANNON
Editor
519-669-5790 x103

CASSANDRA
MERLIHAN
Production Manager
519-669-5790 x106

BILL
ATWOOD
Reporter
519-669-5790 x102

TRIAL
BALLOONS
NOW.

WE'LL

START OUT AT
13% AND SETTLE
FOR 10%.

lead balloons be damned.

to build our way out of the
shortfalls, let alone build
so much housing that it
drives down prices.

Affordable housing in
the form of subsidized
housing - also lagging
well behind demand,
with no end in sight — will
always be necessary for
those most in need, but
for the average person
facing huge rent increases
and the prospect of never
owning a home, the
word “affordable” means
something different. And
something that current
government policies will
never address.

Housing is a key driver
of our current economic
woes. The standard of
living has been under
assault for decades, and
today’s environment
- also made worse by
poor government poli-
cies - makes it even more
difficult for people in
Ontario to stretch their
already stretched income
any further to afford their
basic necessities, let alone
get ahead.

Those woes can be seen
in Food Bank Canada’s
2024 Poverty Report Card,
in which Ontario is given a
D-, which was a common
grade across the country,
with the exception of BC
(D+), Quebec (C+) and PEI
(C-).

On the affordability
of housing - defined as
people spending more
than 30 per cent of their
income on housing -
Ontario gets an F. More
than 45 per cent of the
population deals with
higher housing costs than
that target.

With a lack of “action
on affordable housing or
expanding social services
and programs, people in
the province continue to
see worsening conditions
in 2024. This is concern-
ing as the province is
home to a significant
portion of low-income

>KANNON 8

Find Us:
20B Arthur Street North,
Elmira, Ontario, N3B 129

ContactUs:

Phone: 519-669-5790

Toll Free: 1-888-966-5942

Fax: 519-669-5753

Email: info@woolwichobserver.com
newsroom@woolwichobserver.com
Web: https://observerxtra.com

Professional Associations:

. Ontario Community Newspaper
Association (OCNA)

. News Media Canada

. The Greater KW
Chamber of Commerce

‘ Canada

We acknowledge the
financial support of the
Government of Canada.

Nous reconnaissons
I'appui financier du
gouvernement du Canada.

About Us:

Independent, locally-owned and the
only weekly community newspaper
serving the residents of Woolwich and
Wellesley Townships. Real news, real
reporting concentrating on the close-to-
home issues in our communities. When
it comes to reaching our residents, The
Observer is unsurpassed.

Press Oversight:

The Observer is a member of the
National Newsmedia Council - an
independent organization established
to deal with acceptable journalistic
practises and ethical behaviour. If
you have concerns about editorial
content, contact: 519-669-5790 ext
103 or editor@woolwichobserver.com.
If you are not satisfied with the response
and wish to file a complaint, visit
mediacouncil.ca or call 1-844-877-1163
for more information.

Subscriptions:

Annual subscriptions to The Observer
mailed within Canada/U.S. are available
by contacting the office or by visiting
us online: observerxtra.com/subscribe.
The annual fee is $73.45 (Tax included)

Letters to the Editor:

Letters must be exclusive to this
publication on a topic of relevance
to the community. It must contain the
author's name, address, contact info
and be no more than 300 words. Letters
may be edited for length and clarity. The
Observer declines announcements,
poetry, thank-yous and unsigned letters.
Deliver to: editor@woolwichobserver.
com or online: observerxtra.com/letters

ISSN #: 12039578

Store: www.newsmart.ca



