
• Approximately 14 percent of Arizonans live in poverty;
• At least 25 percent of the children under age 6 living in

Arizona live below the poverty level;
• 31 percent of Arizonans living at or below the federal

poverty guidelines are considered to be “working poor,”
meaning that at least one person in the household is
employed;

• Many of the working poor (about 34 percent) earn too
much to qualify for most food assistance programs;

• Of the people receiving emergency food in Arizona, 15
percent reported that their children regularly skipped
meals because there wasn’t enough money for food;

• 83 percent of those interviewed for the emergency food
study are American citizens and only 30 percent are
homeless. 

St. Mary’s Food Bank was founded in the Valley in 1967
by John van Hengel to respond to these conditions. Van
Hengel is often referred to as the father of the food bank 
concept because St. Mary’s was the first food distribution 
center of its kind in the world. Right here in Arizona! 

St. Mary’s (now called St. Mary’s Food Bank Alliance,
since its merger with Westside Food Bank) is a member of the
Association of Arizona Food Banks. The association also
includes Community Food Bank in Tucson, Yuma County

According to a recently
released government
study, 27 percent of
American adults eat
three vegetables a day
and 33 percent con-
sume two or more
fruits. Nutrition pro-
fessionals think Amer-
icans should be eating
more than that to
ensure good health. In
the same year the
study was conducted,
about 11 percent of
Americans didn’t have
access to enough food

to make a decision about whether or not to eat fruits and 
vegetables. Sadly, food insecurity (limited or uncertain 
availability of nutritionally adequate foods) is a way of life for
many people living in our state. 

If the guy sitting by the freeway exit with a “homeless and
hungry” sign does not stir you to action, the following 
sobering statistics for our state should:
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by Sharon Salomon

hunger in arizona

The Arizona Food Policy Council—Moving Toward a Healthy Arizona
The Arizona Food Policy Council (AFPC) believes that the problem of hunger that pervades the lives of one in seven adults
and one in four children in Arizona must be solved. This can best be done by placing the solution within the context of the
opportunities and challenges faced by our state’s food system as a whole—including production, distribution and access. The
AFPC takes into account the entire gamut of strategies needed both to ensure community food security and to put in place
an environment where all people are able to obtain access to a nutritionally adequate, culturally acceptable diet at all times
through local nonemergency sources that maximize self-reliance and social justice.

The council works to: 
• Break down “silos” in the food system for a more comprehensive examination 
• Leverage planning, partnerships and services delivery
• Improve access to safe, affordable and healthy food choices for low-income communities and individuals 
• Increase local markets for Arizona produced foods 
• Promote direct sustainable commerce between Arizona’s agricultural producers and the community 
• Increase availability and consumption of locally produced foods through local and regional networks in a system where

the risks and benefits are equalized for the farmer, distributor, grocer and consumer

The coalition is seeking a part-time coordinator. To learn more please contact Cindy Gentry at cgentry@foodconnect.org or
(602) 493-5231.
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Food Bank, Wilson-Batiz Borderland Food Bank in Nogales,
Desert Mission Food Bank in Phoenix and United Food Bank
in Mesa. Together the member food banks distribute 136 
million pounds of food a year to low-income Arizonans. 

Where do they get the food they distribute? Some of it is
dropped off by individuals who make a habit of buying a few
extra cans of food each time they go to the supermarket.
Bigger quantities of food are donated by businesses and 
religious organizations that hold food drives during the year. 

Some of the distributed food comes from what the 
association calls rescued food. Rescued food is fresh produce
that is nutritious, edible and desirable for distribution to 
hungry people. The association coordinates the gathering and
distribution of rescued food through a process called gleaning.
Gleaning involves going out into the fields to hand-pick the
fruits and vegetables that are left after mechanical harvesting.
The term has come to include receiving food from restaurants
and farmers’ markets as well. 

Ginny Hildebrand, executive director of the Association
of Arizona Food Banks, says we can all help fight hunger in
Arizona. 

One of the best ways to become an anti-hunger 
advocate is to start by contacting legislators in your district
(http://www.azleg.state.az.us/maps/state.htm). Write letters,
call and visit them. Ask your legislators what they are doing to
help the hungry in Arizona. The issue of importance is 
ensuring that food assistance programs like Women, Infants
and Children (WIC), food stamps, child nutrition, feeding
programs for the elderly, the AZ Farmers’ Market Nutrition
Program and others continue to be adequately funded 
and expanded. 

“Volunteer your time, and especially your skills,”
Hildebrand suggests. There’s more to do at the food bank
than pack cans and lift boxes. “If you are an excellent 
bookkeeper, make sure the food bank, food pantry or soup
kitchen you volunteer with knows that. They might rather
have your help keeping their financial records than 
sorting food.”

For you farmer types out there, gleaning might be the
perfect project for you. Hildebrand recommends organizing a
harvesting team especially for citrus from January to April or
volunteering on weekends from November through June.
Contact the Arizona Statewide Gleaning Project at 
(602) 528-3434 for more information. 

As agricultural lands disappear, Hildebrand also suggests
helping kids understand how important farming is by taking
them on field trips to tour working farms. 

While our nation grapples with the health issues 
associated with obesity, issues of hunger, food insecurity and
malnutrition should not be ignored. Let’s share the abundance
of the Valley with all our citizens. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON HOW YOU
CAN HELP, CONTACT ONE OF 

THESE AGENCIES:

Association of Arizona Food Banks, 
www.azfoodbanks.org

America’s Second Harvest, 
www.americassecondharvest.org

Arizona Nutrition Network, 
www.eatwellbewell.org

Bread for the World, 
www.bread.org

Center on Hunger and Poverty,
Brandeis University, 

www.centeronhunger.org

Children’s Action Alliance, 
www.azchildren.org

Community Food Connections, 
www.foodconnect.org

Maricopa County Emergency Food and Shelter
Program Board, 
www.fema.gov

MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger,
www.mazon.org 

Society of St. Vincent de Paul, 
www.stvincentdepaul.net

University of Arizona Extension Food and
Nutrition Education Program, 

www.cals.arizona.edu/nsc/new/efnep/index


