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Food kitchens as part of a 
broader strategy

As a stand-alone, food kitchens serve 
the immediate need of hunger for 
vulnerable groups. Within the broader 
project of Towards Building a Commu-
nity Circular Economy, food kitchens 
are integrated as part of a local 
community circular economy, in 
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and emerging economic crisis. Coupled 
with medium-term interventions of 
local food production through support-

ing urban gardens, local partnerships 
and a voucher reward system for local 
voluntarism; this project provides a 
pathway towards local circular econo-
mies that are sustainable in the 
long-term. Belo Horizonte, a city in 
Brazil, offers a useful case study to 
illustrate how a city focused food 
strategy can develop food kitchens and 
immediate food relief into sustainable, 
holistic approach to food security that 
feeds 12% of the city’s population daily 
(300 000 people). The right to food is 
the guiding principle behind their 
policy, and this moves beyond charita-

ble and emergency food provisioning. 
As such, the policy includes a range of 
programmes – subsidized food sales at 
Popular Restaurants, food and nutrition 
assistance through the Schools Meals 
Programme and the Food Bank, the 
supply and regulation of food markets, 
support for urban agriculture, food and 
nutrition education and job and 
income creation.12 In particular, the four 
Popular Restaurants in Belo Horizonte 
that serve nutritious meals at/below 
cost are perhaps a pathway to sustain-
ability for food kitchens in Cape Town.
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The most recent pre-lockdown food 
security data (2018) reports that: 
 
 of all households ran out of  
 money to buy food in the past  
 12 months.
  
 of households reported that
  either an adult or a child in  
 their household went hungry
 in the past 12 months.1

COVID-19 has aggravated hunger.  

 of households  interviewed 
 ran out of money to buy food
 in April 2020,  

 of adults reported that,  
 between May and June 2020, 
 some one in the household 
 went hungry in the last 7 days.2

The price of a basket of basic foodstuffs 
has increased by :
 between March and 
 September 20203

Between April and July 2020, civil society 
provided meals to last  5,212,402
‘people days’ (a unit which measures the 
quantities of food as the number of days 
it would feed a single adult)4
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Supporting the most
vulnerable

One registered food relief organisation 
is Breadline Africa, who fund 59 000 
meals per week at 27 food kitchen sites 
across Cape Town (up from 14 000 per 
week pre-COVID-19). Spokesperson 
Marion Wagner reports “we are facing 
a humanitarian issue like never 
before... We are getting demands every 
day from feeding kitchens that have 
run out of stock and people who 
desperately need food. The queues are 
getting longer despite the fact that 
grants are coming through and some 
people going back to work”.5 Food 
relief organisations provide 
much-needed food to vulnerable 
groups, as Food Forward SA spokesper-
son Andy du Plessis notes, “we are 
assisting vulnerable rural communities 
across the country, as well as prioritis-
ing our most vulnerable groups. These 
include the aged, orphans and vulnera-
ble children, people living with 
HIV/Aids, TB patients, and making sure 
that community kitchens have enough 
food provisions. Providing optimal 
nutrition is critical in maintaining a 
strong immune system at this time”.6  
The provincial government has 
supported food relief organisations 
such as Food Forward SA and others by 
partnering with agricultural firms to 
channel potential food waste (as a 
result of their inability to clear stock 
during the early lockdown) to local 
NGOs and food kitchens.7

Food kitchen
support

Food kitchens have long been embed-
ded in many communities. Since the 
onset of COVID-19, many more have 
come into existence as citizens have 
mobilised to show generosity and 
solidarity with other citizens in times of 
crisis, in the true South African 
community spirit of ubuntu. For exam-
ple, the Cape Town Together initiative 
saw the creation of 170 citizen-led 
Community Action Network (CANs) 
across Cape Town at the beginning of 
lockdown, many of which support 
multiple neighbourhood food kitch-
ens.8 For many people, the meal that 
they receive from a food kitchen is 
their only meal of the day. Food kitch-
ens also provide more than food, 
offering a place of care and emotional 
support. 

In May 2020, City of Cape Town council-
lors agreed to shift R12-million budget-
ed for community development initia-
tives to emergency food relief, and has 
subsequently availed an additional R25 
million for food relief. These funds have 
been used to capacitate over 200 
neighbourhood soup kitchens and 
provide food parcels.9 The City of Cape 
Towns Mayor’s Relief Fund has provid-
ed kitchens with dry ingredients and/or 
equipment since the start of the 
national lockdown. The purpose of this 
is to support feeding schemes in order 
to expand their reach within their 
communities.

As the lockdown persists and the 
immediacy of the COVID-19 ‘crisis’ 
passes, donor fatigue is setting in as 
people run out of money due to the 
economic contractions.10 The WCEDP 
as  convener of the Western Cape Food 
Forum reports that food kitchens face 
increasing demands as existing aid 
does not cover current food needs, the 
need for emergency food aid is increas-
ing, donor funds and resources are 
drying up and community organisers 
and volunteers are exhausted.11 Some 
volunteers are returning to work and 
no longer able to give their time to food 
kitchens. 

The Towards Building a Community 
Circular Economy project provides a 
much-needed financial injection of 
support into food kitchens, co-funding 
food kitchens with money and ingredi-
ents to re-supply at a critical time of 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and 
rewarding volunteers with Community 
Care vouchers for their tireless efforts. 
This forms part of the effort to reward 
voluntarism and ensure that the food 
kitchens are not solely dependent on 
this funding. The Towards Building a 
Community Circular Economy project 
has identified 203 food kitchens 
providing up to 190.000 meals per 
week according to their own informa-
tion and will support trusted food 
kitchens, that are vetted by local 
leadership and have a track record 
during COVID-19.

Food kitchens an essential 
safety-net for food 
insecurity

Food kitchens provide an essential 
immediate safety-net to people facing 
food insecurity. This is particularly 
needed as food insecurity increases as 
a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
national lockdown. The Towards Build-

ing a Community Circular Economy 
project support for food kitchens is 
part of a holistic approach to address 
food security. A food relief NGO, Food 
Forward SA, estimates that 14 million 
people in South Africa go hungry each 
day, and another 14 million who are at 
risk of not accessing sufficient food. 
This has been aggravated since the 
onset of COVID-19, with job losses, 
increasing food prices  and many 

institutional supports closed (e.g. 
National School Nutrition Program, 
meals provided at work places etc) 
making basic foodstuffs a luxury that 
many can no longer afford. Many 
community kitchens and groups 
involved in food relief are not regis-
tered and smaller kitchens struggle to 
attract external funding.

FOOD KITCHENS SERVE AS AN ESSENTIAL SAFETY-NET FOR
FOOD INSECURITY, ESPECIALLY IN TIMES OF CRISIS.

TOWARDS BUILDING A 
COMMUNITY CIRCULAR ECONOMY

Food kitchens are an essential safety net 
for food insecurity, and the TBCCE 
project supports food kitchens as part of 
a broader strategy to food security. 

The Towards Building a Community Circular 
Economy project supports the community 
hero volunteers of local food kitchens as 
they support the most vulnerable in their 
communities.
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