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Long lines to pick up holiday food boxes in Elgin
indicative of need that’s 40% higher than last year,
officials say

chicagotribune.com/suburbs/elgin-courier-news/ct-ecn-food-bank-distribution-events-elgin-st-1216-20221215-
qonqhmlb6vbrtpsanyikhbc2yy-story.html
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United Way of Metro Chicago gave away food boxes to 500 families this week, helping provide holiday

meals to what is becoming a growing number of people who don't have enough to feed their families, a

Northern Illinois Food Bank official said. (Mike Danahey / The Courier-News)
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A Santa-clad Ambers Peters greeted people as they waited in their cars for as long as two

hours this week to pick up holiday box meals at an Elgin Community College parking lot.

It gave Peters, executive director of Elgin Partnership for Early Learning, a chance to interact

with some of the families she knows, she said, as she joined volunteers from her organization,

United Way of Metro Chicago and School District U-46 in handing out 500 meal boxes put

together by Geneva-based Northern Illinois Food Bank.

“This event provides us with a connection to the families we serve,” she said.

United Way of Metro Chicago organized the ECC event, donating the money to cover the cost

of meals and enlisting the help of volunteers to distribute them. Their “Uniting for the

Holidays” program has held similar events in seven other communities this year, with Elgin’s

being the last.

By Byline Bank

The number of people needing help this year has been unprecedented, according to Maeven

Sipes, chief philanthropy officer for the Northern Illinois Food Bank.

“We are seeing a historically high number of neighbors experiencing food insecurity,” Sipes
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Amber Peters, executive director of Elgin Partnership for Early Learning, donned a Santa suit Tuesday

while volunteering to help with the distribution of food boxes paid for by United Way of Metro Chicago at

Elgin Community College. (Mike Danahey / The Courier-News)

said. “Inflation and rising costs are driving neighbors to seek assistance from pantries and

programs in our network.”

Since March, they’ve provided food to about 440,000 people monthly — 40% more than in

2021 and 50% more than prior to the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.

Among them was Barb Hamblem, an Elgin a widow on a fixed income who has been coming

to food bank distributions to help make ends meet. The food she’s given helps feed her

brother, his daughter and his two grandchildren, she said.

“I am very grateful for this,” Hamblen said.

This holiday season, with the support of corporate and individual sponsors, the food bank

will distribute 60,000 meal boxes at events throughout the Fox Valley and beyond, Sipes

said.

Each box given out Tuesday weighed 11.5 pounds and included a turkey or ham, a bag of

regular or sweet potatoes, a bag of rice, turkey gravy, diced pears, stuffing mix, cranberry

sauce, a bag of pinto beans, two cans of whole kernel corn, two cans of green beans, brownie

mix and seven cocoa packets.

Volunteers from St. Paul’s United Church of Christ in Elgin were at the event, too,

distributing 2,000 boxes of disposable diapers they collected — an item in great demand this

year because the cost climbed so high with inflation.

Escalating prices have had an effect on the food bank as well, which is paying a lot more for

the items they purchase in bulk, Sipes said.
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Volunteers from St. Paul’s United Church of Christ in Elgin were at the holiday food box distribution event

Tuesday at Elgin Community College to hand out disposable diapers and other items to those in need.

Diapers are another item in which prices have soared thanks to inflation. (Mike Danahey / The Courier-

News)

“We continue to see increased prices for the food we need to purchase and anticipate

spending $20 million on purchased food this year, nearly three times what we spent pre-

pandemic,” she said.

For every $1 donated to Northern Illinois Food Bank, they’re able to buy $8 worth of

groceries through its corporate partners, she said.

“Support from corporations has maintained relatively stable this year, and we are so grateful

for our partners. We know our businesses have fluctuations in their budgets as well and we

appreciate when they continue to invest in our community,” Sipes said.

Cash donations are down a bit this year, she said. And while the amount of donated food is

up compared to this time last year, it’s still nearly 20% below pre-pandemic levels — about

2.5 million pounds less for the quarter.

With so many families struggling to make ends meet, Sipes said she remains hopeful the food

bank can keep up with demand.
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“The year-end giving season is our most important, and it is critical to ensuring we have

enough resources to meet our neighbors’ needs,” she said. “We have seen slowing in giving as

we come out of the pandemic, but we are optimistic that our communities support one

another and will continue to do so.”

Mike Danahey is a freelance reporter for The Courier-News.

 

 


