religious agencies undertook a research project to survey people standing in line for free food in Contra
Costa County.
The Hunger Task Force undertook
a systematic assessment of the
county’s hunger problem in 1987 and
again in 1992. For both studies, they
compiled county statistics indicating
the number of people served by charitable and public food assistance programs from soup kitchens to school
lunch programs. Task force members
then interviewed more than 325
people who received free food from
emergency food pantries, soup kitchens and USDA commodity distribution sites. These emergency food recipients were asked to provide
information about their housing,
health and general economic situations, as well as why they asked for
help and how often they or members
of their family went to bed hungry.
The results of the studies were disturbing. While the numbers of people
going hungry do not nearly equal
those of counties such as Los Angeles,
which have large urban areas, it is evident that hunger exists and is increasing in an area previously considered
immune to such problems. Emergency
food pantries, which provide recipients with a 3-day supply of food, had
already seen a 39% increase in the
numbers they were serving from 198587; by 1987, they were serving 5,240
people per month. Three new soup
kitchens opened that year, bringing to
eight the total number of places where
families could come for a hot meal. Of
those eight, four served meals daily or
during weekdays, while the other half
offered meals much less often.
In 1987, these soup kitchens were
already serving twice to three times
the anticipated number of people an estimated 900 per month. The
USDA commodity distribution sites
were handing out a relatively attractive basket of food, including 5-pound
blocks of American cheese, to 13,000
people per month.
By 1992, the situation had worsened noticeably, especially for children. Although fewer people lined up
for food dispensed at USDA sites
(11,600 compared to 13,000 five years
earlier) the food bags were smaller
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