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Los Angeles Regional Foodbank Policy Brief 

Food Pantry Demand Continues to Increase as the Economy Weakens 

As the ongoing effects of the weakened economy impact millions of Los Angeles County 
residents, food pantries in Los Angeles County are collectively serving more families and 
individuals than ever before.  Food pantries, which distribute grocery bags of food to 
families and individuals seeking food assistance, are the best barometer of charitable food 
assistance trends for two reasons: 1) food pantries are able to increase or decrease service 
quickly to respond to demand; and 2) people who live in apartments or homes are more 
likely to seek assistance from a food pantry than any other type of charitable agency.

The Los Angeles Regional Foodbank serves 500 food pantries located in different 
geographic areas of Los Angeles County.  These food pantries, which rely on the 
Foodbank for a significant percentage of their food, distribute to recipients based on a set 
schedule depending on the food pantry’s facility, operations and programs. 

In total, food pantries served by the Foodbank are distributing an average of 110,921 food 
packages to families per month.  These food packages consist of six to twelve meals per 
family member and typically include staple food items, fresh produce and other items.  
Some of the families seeking assistance receive more than one food package a month due 
to their financial situation.  Thus, on an unduplicated basis, an average of 231,359 people 
received assistance from food pantries for the period of January through April 2009.

FOOD PANTRY SERVICE 
STATISTICS Jan-Apr 09 Jan-Apr 08 

Monthly 
Average 

Monthly 
Average 

 % 
Increase  # Increase 

Total # of Food Packages 
Distributed 110,921 86,477 28% 24,443
Total Duplicated # of People Served 352,446 256,088 ------ ---------
Total Unduplicated # of People 
Served 231,359 176,011 31% 55,349

This current distribution rate by food pantries has increased by 31 percent compared to a 
year ago when 176,011 people received assistance from pantries on a monthly basis.  The 
current distribution rate has increased by 24 percent compared to six months ago when 
the Foodbank released its previous Policy Brief.   

Interviews of recipients at food pantries indicate that many families, which recently 
considered themselves solidly “middle class,” have been forced to seek assistance from 
charities for the first time.  While a precise statistic is not available, we estimate that 12%
of food pantry recipients are seeking assistance for the first time.  All geographic regions 
of Los Angeles County have experienced an increase in the demand for food assistance 
with the highest increases in Service Planning Area (SPA) 6 (South LA and adjacent  





 

Page 3 of 3 

Los Angeles Regional Foodbank Policy Brief 
 
A View of the Short-Term Future 
 
There are two issues which are causes of significant concern and may place even more 
pressure on the charitable food assistance system to serve an even larger number of 
people.  The first issue is the California State budget, and proposals made to reduce 
spending in order to close the budget deficit.  The proposed cuts to the CalWORKS 
Program, the Healthy Families Program and other cuts targeted to low-income seniors, 
adults and children would lead to another large increase in demand for charitable food 
assistance because individuals impacted by the cuts would have fewer financial or public 
benefit resources. 
 
The second issue involves the continued weakened economy.  As the unemployment rate 
remains high and as more people exhaust their unemployment benefits, personal savings 
and credit, more families and individuals will be pushed into a situation of requiring food 
assistance, or will require an increased level of food assistance, in order to avoid hunger.   
 
Future increases in the demand for food assistance may not necessarily be met by the 
charitable food system due to a finite amount of resources – food, funds and volunteers.  
Even today, there is not a sufficient amount of food available to provide food to everyone 
who requires assistance.  An increased level of resources would be required in order for 
the Foodbank, food pantries and other agencies to once again significantly increase the 
level of service.   
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