
 

California's food banks grapple with 

'tsunami of need' as pandemic grows  

 

 

Specialist Yadira Izaguirre of the California national guard picks up case of soup that will be packed with other supplies at a food 
bank in Sacramento, California. Photograph: Rich Pedroncelli/AP 
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Facing waves of first-time visitors, workers say they had prepared for earthquakes or wildfires – 

but not this 

On a bright spring afternoon, hundreds of cars snaked up and down the parking lot in front of a 

community college in the industrial suburb of Pittsburg, California. One by one, students, 

teachers, young families and groups of elderly neighbors pulled up to visit a makeshift 

emergency food bank. 

To minimize the risk of spreading coronavirus, workers from the food bank asked drivers to pop 

open their trunks so they could drop in a sack of produce and a box of pantry staples. 

“This is my first time ever coming to a food bank,” said Dalia Garcia, as she drove through in an 

SUV with her husband, baby and mother. “I didn’t need it before,” she said as she collected a 

flyer explaining how to sign up for the state food benefits program. The pandemic put the 26-

year-old hairdresser out of work. “I found out this was happening on Facebook, and I’m glad it’s 

here,” she said. 
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A few cars down, Terri Birdzull, 59, agreed. “This is really needed,” she said. “There’s nothing 

at the stores! And if there is, it’s only the most expensive stuff left over.” 

The event was organized by the Food Bank of Contra Costa and Solano, part of the national 

Feeding America network of food charities, to meet a sudden, unprecedented need. The demand 

for food aid has increased as much as eightfold in some areas, according to an investigation by 

the Guardian. 

In California, despite efforts from federal and state governments to free up emergency food 

stores and mobilize the national guard to pack and distribute groceries, advocates worry about 

keeping apace as the logistics of feeding the hungry become more complicated. 

When Leslie Bacho and the staff at the Second Harvest food bank in California’s Bay Area 

developed a disaster plan not too long ago, they planned for a big earthquake, widespread 

wildfires and other natural disasters. “Global pandemic was not even on the list of what we were 

thinking about,” Bacho said. “What we’re facing right now is truly unprecedented.” 

After a natural disaster, local food banks are usually able to call upon other charities, based in 

unaffected areas, to send staff and supplies, she said. “But everybody is facing this pandemic at 

the same time,” she added. 

Even before coronavirus hit California, Second Harvest was aggressively fundraising, in order to 

feed the hundreds of thousands of families struggling to survive in one of the most expensive 

regions of the US. “Now,” she said, “it’s really like a tsunami of need suddenly hitting.” 

Across the state, food banks said they were scrambling to meet the need, even as the pandemic 

and distancing measures to mitigate the spread of disease created hurdles. 

Grocery stores and food manufacturers – which routinely donate excess produce and staples – 

are now giving less food, due to higher demands from consumers stockpiling, said Paul Ash, 

executive director of the San Francisco-Marin food bank. “We’re probably going to have to buy 

more food than we would,” he said. 

The costs of certain staples are rising as well. As Americans hunker down and stock up their 

larders, the wholesale price of common “midwest large” eggs was triple what it was in early 

March. Such cost increases have already hit food banks, which are depleting their budgets as 

they buy more to keep up with demand. 
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National guard troops soldiers bag food that will be delivered to people in need at the Find food bank amid the coronavirus crisis 
in Indio, California. Photograph: Étienne Laurent/EPA 

“We are ramping up our purchasing, and we’re buying in bulk,” said Michael Altfest, at the 

Alameda County Food Bank, which serves parts of the East Bay region. “Right now what we 

need is money.” 

Distributing the food has also proved to be a challenge, as soup kitchens and free pantries across 

the country close down. Many of these distribution sites were based at schools, which have now 

been shut. “On day one of school closures, we lost access to 45 distribution sites,” said Ash. 

Some of those schools have allowed food banks to use the grounds to set up food distribution 

centers. “But still, we have been scrambling to provide alternate sites and publicize the 

information,” he said. 

Another reason for the closures is a lack of volunteers. The seniors and retirees who normally 

pitch in have been told to shelter at home to avoid contracting coronavirus. Corporate groups and 

students – who would often show up in big groups to help out – are unable to volunteer as much, 

with colleges shut and companies mandating that staff work from home, Ash said. 

In response to volunteer shortages in California, the governor, Gavin Newsom, enlisted the 

state’s national guard to help food banks package food for distribution. But staff at the state’s 

largest food banks said they were worried about how they would keep up with thousands who 

had never needed assistance before. “The thing is we don’t know how long we’ll have this help,” 

said Cassidie Carmen Bates at the Food Bank of Contra Costa and Solano. “And with that 

demand growing so quickly, we don’t know how much longer we’ll be able to put out food at 

this rate.” 

Guardsmen had helped pack the weighty box that Roxana Samayoa, 38, struggled to carry back 

home after stopping by the emergency distribution center in Pittsburg. “I never thought we’d 

need food like this,” said Samayoa. She came to the US from El Salvador a year ago, along with 

her husband and three children, fleeing violence. “We were professionals there. My husband was 

a lawyer, and I a teacher,” she said in Spanish. Now, her husband – who had been working as a 

gardener – has been put out of work. And the preschool where she’d been helping out has closed. 

“I came here seeking safety,” she said. “But now I don’t feel safe.” 
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America faces an epic choice ...  

... in the coming year, and the results will define the country for a generation. These are perilous 

times. Over the last three years, much of what the Guardian holds dear has been threatened – 

democracy, civility, truth.  

Science and reason are in a battle with conjecture and instinct to determine public policy in this 

time of a pandemic. Partisanship and economic interests are playing their part, too. Meanwhile, 

misinformation and falsehoods are routine. At a time like this, an independent news organisation 

that fights for data over dogma, and fact over fake, is not just optional. It is essential. 

The Guardian has been significantly impacted by the pandemic. Like many other news 

organisations, we are facing an unprecedented collapse in advertising revenues. We rely to an 

ever greater extent on our readers, both for the moral force to continue doing journalism at a time 

like this and for the financial strength to facilitate that reporting. 

We believe every one of us deserves equal access to fact-based news and analysis. We’ve 

decided to keep Guardian journalism free for all readers, regardless of where they live or what 

they can afford to pay. This is made possible thanks to the support we receive from readers 

across America in all 50 states. 

As our business model comes under even greater pressure, we’d love your help so that we can 

carry on our essential work. If you can, support the Guardian from as little as $1 – and it 

only takes a minute. Thank you. 


