
When it comes to sur-
viving off  a hamper 
from the food bank, 
the issue is one of  

quality, not quantity.
At least that’s what I dis-

covered last week when I took 
up the Put Food in the Budget 
Challenge. For fi ve days, I ate 
only what would be available to 
me if  I were a single person liv-
ing off  a three-day food hamper 
allowance. 

The challenge, launched by a 
group of  local non-profi t agen-
cies, asked participants to live 
three to seven days on a food 
hamper allowance. The point 
of  the challenge was to demon-
strate that people on social as-
sistance need more money for 
food. Organizers are asking the 
province to add a $100 “healthy 
food supplement” per month 
for every adult living on social 
assistance.

Armed with a sample food 
hamper list, I went to the store 
and purchased the items I’d be 
living off  of  for about a week. 
Aside from the list, partici-
pants were also allowed fi ve 
pantry items, like coffee, tea, 
vegetable oil and ketchup – all 
things someone would likely 
have in their cupboard or re-
frigerator.

The fi rst concern I had when 
I looked at the list – and it’s a 
concern I had throughout the 
challenge – was the amount of  
sodium in the food. There was 
the tin of  vegetables, followed 
by canned soup, canned stew, 
macaroni and cheese, a jar of  
pasta sauce and some wieners.

I’ve been conscious of  the 
amount of  sodium in my diet 
since early 2010 when I wrote a 
piece on the Champlain Local 
Health Integration Network’s 

sodium reduction strategy. I 
kept a food diary for the story 
and discovered that, at 1,900 
mg of  sodium per day, I wasn’t 
doing too badly, but I could do 
much better.

I made little changes in my 
life to get that number even 
lower, like opting for an organic 
“no salt added” pasta sauce, 
and shying away from too many 
pre-made foods. Obviously that 
wasn’t an option on the food 
hamper diet.

On the bright side, the food 
hamper included one fresh 
piece of  fruit, two fresh pota-
toes and an onion. The six eggs 
ended up being a godsend, and 
the rice could be dressed up in 
myriad ways.

The fi rst day on the diet was 
a little rough, but I wasn’t well 
prepared and only had a peanut 
butter sandwich to see me from 
lunch through to dinner, which 
happened to be after 8 p.m. By 
the second day things got easier 
(I took a hard-boiled egg in 

my lunch as a snack to get me 
through if  I was late getting 
home). And once I challenged 
my friends to come up with 
some dishes with the items 
listed, the eating got even better. 
A “faux jambalaya” (rice, chick-
peas and wieners) was good 
for three meals, and the tuna 
casserole was good for another 

three or four. It became evident 
that creativity was the key. 

While I craved other foods, 
I was never starving. In some 
ways, it was like being back in 
university, when food that was 
quick, easy and inexpensive 
was a gourmet masterpiece. 
They weren’t the healthiest of  
choices, but it got me through 

those days.  
By the end of  the fi fth day, I 

was tempted to go even longer, 
but it had become a strain on 
my family and friends. Making 
separate meals at home was 
troublesome, and my friends 
were starting to feel guilty about 
eating other foods in front of  
me. 

But the point had been made. 
While the food bank hamper 
allowance isn’t ideal, it will 
keep someone from starving. At 
least, it kept me from starving. 
The biggest problem, aside from 
sodium content, was vegetables 
and fruits. It would be nice to 
see more of  those in the hamper.

Patricia Lonergan is the 
managing editor of  Ottawa 
This Week. To read more about 
her experiences and observa-
tions living off  a food hamper 
allowance, please visit her blog 
on www.yourottawaregion.com. 
She can be reached at patricia.
lonergan@metroland.com 
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Surviving for fi ve days on a food hamper
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While the quantity of food available to those who use the city’s food banks might be adequate, the nutritional value of many of the items 
included in food bank hampers is questionable, writes Ottawa This Week’s Patricia Lonergan.

Drycleaner keeps kids warm this winter
EMMA JACKSON

emma.jackson@metroland.com 

Riverside South drycleaning 
company Goodfellow Clean-
ers has collected more than 250 
coats for needy families as part 
of  the company’s annual Coats 
for Kids campaign. 

Since the drive began in early 
December, owner Charles Good-
fellow has been collecting used 

winter coats, snow pants and 
hats and mitts in brightly deco-
rated boxes at his four Goodfel-
lows Cleaners locations across 
Ottawa, to donate to the Salva-
tion Army. 

The Riverside South resident 
said the Billings Bridge and 
Barrhaven locations collected 
the most items. 

The most popular items were 
coats for kids aged eight to 12, 

Goodfellow said. 
The campaign came to a close 

just as Ottawa descended into an 
extreme cold snap in the end of  
January, hitting temperatures 
below -30 C. 

Goodfellow said the four loca-
tions, in Billings Bridge, Bar-
rhaven, Riverside South and 
Bells Corners will still accept 
donations throughout the win-
ter on an informal basis.
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• 6 eggs
• 1 milk OR 1 bag powdered
• 6 wieners OR 1 package of meat
• 1 fresh piece of fruit OR 1 juice
   OR 1 canned fruit
• 1 fresh vegetable
• 1 canned vegetable
• 2 potatoes
• 1 can of tuna
• 1 can of stew
• 1 can of beans
• 1 container of peanut butter

• 1 loaf sliced bread AND one 
other (ex. package of 6 bagels)
• 1 can of soup
• 2 choices between boxes of mac 
& cheese and cans of pasta AND 1 
bag of pasta with a can of pasta 
sauce
• 1 bag of rice
• 1 dessert (if the food bank has it)
• 1 box of cold cereal OR 1 bag of 
oatmeal OR 3 pouches per person
• 3 food items (variety)

SAMPLE HAMPER FROM PARTAGE VANIER
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Goodfellows Cleaners collected more than 250 coats for kids this year.


