
Setting up a Foodbank

Exploring Compassion

Eunice Halliday has been project coordinator for the Plymouth Methodist Mission Circuit since 2005. 
Currently working on an MA in Missional Leadership alongside her work with the local Foodbank, 
Eunice was previously a solicitor and has worked with child contact centres, including three years as 
the director of its national association. She is married with two grown up sons. 

In 2008 the Bible Society produced the Poverty and 
Justice Bible in response to comments that there are 
over 2,000 references to poverty in the Bible. In fact, 
almost 3,000 were found and highlighted. In his lifetime 
Jesus identified with the poor and needy and said that 
God’s kingdom has been prepared for those who care 
for the lost and the least (Matthew 25:31-46).

Michael Green, in his commentary The message of 

Matthew (IVP, 1988), writes, “the more we learn to 
discern Christ challenging us through the poor, the 
more prepared we shall be to face him on the day of 
judgment”.

There is much to be said for individuals doing this work 
themselves as opportunities cross their path – open-
handedly and without counting the cost or looking for 
praise or honour. However sometimes we are not sure 
who to help and how,; and it can be easier and more 
effective to have a ‘system’ in and through which to 
operate. 

Working together as Christians of various 
denominations and linking with those of no faith but 
a generous spirit can also have a positive effect on a 
community. So many really great projects are happening 
around the country and Foodbanks are one of them.

Many Methodist churches have taken the lead in 
running local Foodbanks or getting involved with other 
churches running them. In simple terms it involves 
giving out parcels of tinned and dried food according 
to a nutritionally balanced list to people in short-term 
financial crisis. 

How do you know who to feed?

Every day schools, social workers, benefit advisers 
come across people who have not eaten for days, 
or have to choose between using money for food or 
heating. You can make contact with these agencies and 
ask them to sign up to receive your Foodbank vouchers 

so they can hand them out. In Plymouth our list includes 
115 agencies and is constantly growing.

How do you get the food?

This is an ongoing challenge but schools, churches, 
businesses and individuals will collect – particularly 
if you keep up the publicity in the local media, and 
send letters or certificates of thanks afterwards. Also 
asking customers as they go into supermarkets works 
brilliantly too. Make sure you have the supermarkets’ 
permission first – another challenge!

Do they come to you or do you deliver?

Foodbanks differ and in Plymouth we have one 
distribution centre in our internet café where people or 
their support workers pick up the food (and toiletries, 
cutlery, crockery, pet food … if needed/available). We 
also partner with a community church in the north of the 
city and they deliver parcels to people local to them – 
and have often ended up doing DIY and other tasks too.

Isn’t this embarrassing for people?

Yes – feedback tells us the majority do feel 
embarrassed when they come in the door, but are 
relieved to be getting the food, and comment on the 
friendliness of the centre. We always offer tea or coffee 
and chat. Whilst sometimes the chat goes no further 
than the weather, in every session we have deeper 
conversations and refer people to a whole range of 
support services.

We offer to pray with people and have linked a few with 
local churches. We also check benefits on the direct.gov 
website and have a local job vacancies board.

Do we offer other services?

Foodbanks can vary according to their circumstances. 
People who have received food have got involved in 
Messy Church or the Tuesday Prayer and Bible study 



group at our centre. We have a job club running whilst 

the Foodbank is operating on Fridays too. We also offer 

healthy cooking on a budget, art, literacy and computer 

classes.

Two volunteers now run a community music group at 

the centre. Most of our groups are developed because 

people ask for them.

What has surprised me?

I am amazed at how willing people are to talk about 

their situation and keen to get problems off their chest. 

We may be the first group that has actually listened to 

them. As a result people who come for food are often 

keen to volunteer with us. 

The biggest surprise has been the number of young 

people aged 16-23 who have left home and are 

struggling to fend for themselves. So many are claiming 

Employment and Support Allowance because of mental 

health problems (often linked with a drug/alcohol 

dependency), but there is no guarantee they will get 

through the medical assessments which can be delayed 

by months. They are therefore often getting no support 
for their health issues or possible employment and 
training.

Should we join the Trussell Trust to run  
a Foodbank? 

Whilst it does add to the expense, it is good to be part 
of a supportive network. Their data collection system 
is so good that when the statistics expert from the 
local council came to see me he was overwhelmed by 
the evidence I could provide about single families and 
poverty, needs in each ward etc. 

Going further 

l	 	For more about the Oasis Project and the Plymouth 
Foodbank, and to see a video of the Foodbank in 
action, visit www.plymouthfoodbank.co.uk.

l	 	For more detailed help, contact the Trussell Trust 
who coordinate the network of Foodbanks (www.
trusselltrust.org/foodbank-projects). This includes 
volunteering at a foodbank, or perhaps setting up 
your own with local support.
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