AN INSIDE LOOK INTO
THE AMERICAN FOOD
SYSTEM THAT LEAVES

i FOOD INSECURITY ISN'T

FOOD ON THE TABLE.
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ubrey Alvarez doesn't work a normal
nine to five. Some days she’s glued to
Zoom, talking about food insecurity
with partners across Central lowa.
Others, she’s driving a bright green
truck, also referred to as Barry,
rescuing food from Trader Joe's and
other local convenience stores in the Des Moines area.

“This job, originally when | took it, the title was local
food coordinator,” she says. “I really didn't know what
that meant.”

She does now. It means Alvarez is a lifeline, though
she’s no longer a local food coordinator. She's the
Co-Founder and Executive Director of Eat Greater Des
Moines, a nonprofit that focuses on increasing access

to quality food. In 2021 alone, Alvarez was a part of
rescuing over 2,125,228 pounds of food and products.
Where does this food go? The answer is simple: anyone
who needs it.

The term food insecurity isn't as complicated as it
sounds. It is being without reliable access to a sufficient
quantity of affordable, nutritious food. And it's more
common than you think.

Alvarez has been working with partners to combat
food insecurity since 2013. She has celebrated a lot of
wins, but has also seen the problem remain. Over 2
million pounds of food rescued is a big number. You'd
think this would solve the hunger crisis. But, it hasn't.
In fact, hunger has not only remained but continues to
grow.
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FEATURES

watching her community come together to help people
access food.

“Since starting the first community fridge in lowa (as
far as we can tell), | have had a large perspective shift,”
Owscarski says. “You don't have to fit into any criteria
to use community fridges. They are for us all. You just
need to be hungry.”

And that is exactly the motto that Sweet Tooth
Community Fridge lives by. Food is available 24/7,
365 days a year. For anyone and everyone. There's no
surveillance that monitors how much people take.

Owscarski bases her work on the belief that there
shouldn’t be policing of people who are hungry. Sweet
Tooth Community Fridge works with Eat Greater Des
Moines on filling the fridge. Although they have fresh
groceries filling the fridge many times throughout the
week, the fridge can be empty within ten minutes of
food being delivered.

“I think that just accentuates how much people are
struggling. How much need there is, Owscarski says.
“People just need resources. There is no fluffy language
to it. We don't need another analysis. We don't need
another focus group. People just need money and food.
It's not rocket science.”

MAKING AN IMPACT

There are a lot of stigmas surrounding those who are
food insecure. People are lazy, people don’t know how
to budget, and people are making bad choices. There is
so much shame surrounding the problem. Alvarez felt
that shame herself.

Aubrey Alvarez was 21 when she bought her first
house. Two months later, she was laid off. She resorted
to eating ramen noodles — or simply didn't eat.

“I didn't ask for help,” Alvarez says. “I thought food

pantries were for those who were worse off than
me. As it was, | was trying to make 20 dollars last
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People just need
resources. There is
no fluffy language
to it... People just
need money and
food. It's not roc
science.

for a week. If | was able to get some groceries or
food, it would have been so helpful. There was a lot
of internalized shame that came with being food
insecure.”

Soon after, Alvarez realized that it wasn't a character
flaw that resulted in people being food insecure. She
realized that the food system is messed up. That shift
opened her eyes to the impact that she could make on
her community, and further introduced the founding of
Eat Greater Des Moines.

Alvarez urges people to challenge their own biases on
why people are food insecure. Checking yourself can
be an important step in being a part of the solution.

“If you didn’t have anything right now and you needed
to get help with food today, where would you go?

See what's available in your community. There is an
assumption that anytime you need help, you can get it.
But that's not true.”

Are there gaps? Are there things that could be better?
Ask your grocer what happens with the extra food.
Really think about where the gaps are in your own
community and how you can make a difference. After
all, one person making a difference is better than
nobody caring at all.



