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COVID-19: One Year In

The pandemic and the hunger crisis that followed created multiple first-
time challenges and taught us the importance of looking ahead and 
being prepared…for anything.

As the pandemic began to take hold, we quickly 
implemented COVID-19 health and safety protocols 
to protect our clients, partners and staff. At the 
same time, many of our partner pantries and other 
food distributions began to shut down, leaving 
thousands with nowhere to turn for help. Early in 
this fast-developing crisis, our Food Bank team was 
fortunate to have the foresight to know that schools 
would soon be forced to close, parents would 
need to stay home to care for their children, and 
businesses would shutter leaving many unemployed 
OC residents with no income. As more and more 
people lost their jobs, a tsunami of need soon 
reached peaks never seen before.

We prepared for the anticipated need by purchasing 
more food, increasing distributions, and brainstorming 
innovative ways to feed all the suddenly food-insecure 
people throughout the county. 

We formed the Harvest Truck Brigade, using 
a corps of volunteers to safely deliver boxes of 
produce and staple items to schools, senior and 
community centers, and to the doorsteps of 
quarantined individuals with underlying health 
conditions and others who were not able to leave 
their homes. Over the course of 15 consecutive drive 
through food distributions at the Honda Center, 
Second Harvest provided 2,036,000 pounds of 
food to more than 62,000 vehicles/households. And 
in the single month of June 2020, coming off peak 
unemployment in California, 7.4 million pounds of 
food reached hungry people in every city in the 
county, a 211% year over year increase.

FROM MARCH 2020–JANUARY 2021, WE AND 
OUR PARTNERS SERVED AN AVERAGE OF 
520,331 PEOPLE EACH MONTH, MOVING A 
TOTAL OF 54,406,438 POUNDS OF FOOD.
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Still in a Hunger Crisis
Although hunger may dominate 
fewer headlines, there is no 
question that the crisis continues. 
The “good news” is last year’s 
lessons have refined our skills 
of forecasting and preparation. 
During this prolonged economic 
recovery, we are working to 
meet high demand by doubling 
food distribution from our PRE-
PANDEMIC AVERAGES (UP TO A 
MILLION POUNDS PER WEEK) 
to our Partner Network including 
pantries, after-school programs, 
Permanent School Pantries, college 
pantries, senior centers and 
transitional housing facilities.

ONGOING NEED
As we navigate the ongoing need by working to 
provide food to the community, A FULL-BLOWN 
HUNGER CRISIS CONTINUES TO AFFECT 
HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE 
including children and their families, seniors on 
fixed incomes, veterans, people with disabilities, 
and people without homes in Orange County. 
Supply chain interruptions and increased demand 
continue to impact the availability of food and 
push prices higher. Using current and projected 
unemployment, WE FORECAST THE NEED 
EACH MONTH AND STAY AHEAD OF IT. While 
our distribution has leveled at about 5 million 
pounds of food per month, it is almost twice our 
Pre-COVID distribution. The funds we’re raising 
now are crucial to sustaining the current volume 
of food distribution and to prepare for demand in 
the months ahead. We need your help to meet that 
need through the end of this year.

PLEASE DONATE
Call 949-653-2900 or visit FEEDOC.ORG.
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Prioritizing Nutrition

By putting nutrition first, we are contributing to our community’s food security and overall community health. 
In 2019, 29.7 percent of Orange County children and 29.1 percent of OC adults consumed fast food three 
to four times a week.1 When budgets are stretched, fresh healthy foods like fruits and vegetables are often 
replaced with less expensive, less healthy and processed foods.

When children go hungry, their school performance, energy levels and behavior suffer. We must provide 
consistent access to nutritious foods to our community’s children to increase their chances of succeeding in 
school and becoming productive members of society.

For adults, lack of access to nutritious food can lead to increased risk of chronic disease like obesity, heart 
disease and diabetes. Poor nutrition impacts 
their ability to support their families, to find 
and keep jobs, and to move towards self-
sufficiency. Food insecurity and poor nutrition 
for seniors can lead to illness and diminished 
capacity to live independently.

With your help Orange County’s future can 
be better for all our residents.

PLEASE DONATE
Donate today by calling 949-653-2900  
or visiting FEEDOC.ORG.

1 2019 UCI Health Community Needs Assessment
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Consistent 
Access to 
Nutritious 
Food Fuels 
Community 
Health And 
Well-Being
We at Second Harvest are laser-
focused on the nutritional content 
of the food we provide to those in 
need. We’ve increased our purchases 
of truckloads of HIGH-QUALITY 
FOOD (eggs, whole fruits and 
vegetables, nutritious shelf-stable 
foods). Providing nutritious food 
to everyone who needs assistance 
benefits not only the recipients, but 
the whole community as well. 

IT TAKES SUPPORT 
FROM THE ENTIRE 
COMMUNITY TO 
HELP FUND THESE 
PURCHASES. 
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Hunger is a Symptom of Poverty
Even though we may not see it, we know that hunger resides in all 34 cities in Orange County and that 
COVID-19 put a magnifying lens on the food insecurity crisis we’re facing in OC and the nation.

FOOD INSECURITY AND POOR NUTRITION FUEL INTERGENERATIONAL POVERTY AND CAN 
CAUSE INSTABILITY IN OUR COMMUNITY. 
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Unemployment==Need
THE ESSENTIAL PRESENCE OF FOOD PANTRIES
Second Harvest’s Partner Network of food pantries and programs throughout OC, including houses 
of worship, school and college pantries, after-school programs, Permanent School Pantries, senior 
centers, transitional housing facilities, soup kitchens, and homeless shelters, has been vital in providing 
food-insecure residents the food they need. Laguna Food Pantry’s neighbor-helping-neighbor 
mentality is grounded in the belief that no one should go hungry, and that everyone has the right to 
access nutritious food with dignity.

The pandemic has 
brought many newly 
vulnerable shoppers 

to Laguna Food 
Pantry: People who 

never imagined they 
would need to reach 

out for help. So 
many have lost jobs 
and are struggling. 

Some may have nice 
things, but without 
income … they find 

that basic things 
like food to be their 

primary concern. 
Laguna Food 

Pantry welcomes 
anyone in need.

—ANNE BELYEA,  
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, 

LAGUNA FOOD PANTRY

“

“
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To someone not in the trenches 
of food distribution in Orange 
County, or on the other end, re-
ceiving help so their family 
doesn’t go hungry, it might seem 
like the pandemic-driven food cri-
sis of the past 12 months is finally 

easing up.
A lot of signs suggest it. Coro-

navirus case rates are dropping 
in Southern California, though 
they’re rising elsewhere. Vaccines 
are common. And a soon-to-arrive 
financial shot — from the $1.2 tril-
lion American Rescue Plan signed 
into law on March 12 — suggests 
the economy is poised to rebound.

But look again, say operators 
of the county’s two biggest food 
banks and directors of the pan-
tries and nonprofits who have 
spent the past year responding 
to the most harrowing need for 
food assistance in recent county 
history.

This, they say, is the micro-
level picture: Thousands of peo-

ple are still without a job or work-
ing fewer hours and for lower 
wages than before the coronavi-
rus altered their lives. And on any 
given day, those people continue 
to queue in long lines, on foot and 
in their cars, somewhere in Or-
ange County, sometimes waiting 
a few hours to get a box of food 
or a bag of groceries.

“Our numbers have just been 
consistent,” said Anne Belyea, ex-
ecutive director of Laguna Food 
Pantry in Laguna Beach, which 
serves about 200 people every 
weekday morning. That’s down 
from a high of 282 the day be-
fore Thanksgiving, but it remains 
twice the number of visitors they 
had before the pandemic.

PANDEMIC ECONOMY

Even with a turnaround coming, hunger remains a crisis in Orange County

HUNGER » PAGE 14

By Sean Emery
semery@scng.com

Orange County has been the 
scene of several mass or spree 
killings, including these crimes:

Seal Beach salon
• Scott Dekraai killed eight 

people and injured a ninth during 
a mass shooting at a Seal Beach 
salon on Oct. 12, 2011, in what is 
the worst mass killing in Orange 
County history. Dekraai admitted 
to the murders. When he was sen-
tenced to life in prison without 
the possibility of parole, an Or-
ange County judge told Dekraai 
that “The gates of Hell flew open 
and you emerged as the face of 

evil in this community.”

Cal State Fullerton
Edward Charles Allaway, a Cal 

State Fullerton janitor, who had 
served in the Marines, on July 12, 
1976, walked room to room at the 
campus, firing a .22-caliber semi-
automatic rifle. Seven people were 
killed in the shooting, which for 
years was considered the blood-
iest rampage in Orange County 
history. Allaway, who surrendered 
to police, was found not guilty by 
reason of insanity and sent to a 
state mental hospital.

Dorner rampage
Christopher Dorner, a fired 

Los Angeles police officer, killed 

an Irvine couple and two law en-
forcement officials in 2013 be-
fore taking his own life during 
a showdown at a cabin near Big 
Bear Lake. Dorner, in a rambling 
manifesto, threatened his former 
LAPD colleagues and their fami-
lies, describing the department as 
racist and corrupt.

Caltrans yard
Arturo Reyes Torres on Dec. 

18, 1997, returned to a Caltrans 
yard in Orange where he had 
been fired weeks earlier and 
shot and killed four men. He 
also wounded a police officer 
during a roving gun battle that 
ended with Torres being shot 
and killed.

Carjacking spree

Ali Syed, a 20-year-old man 
armed with a shotgun, went on 
a killing, carjacking and shoot-
ing spree on Feb. 19, 2013, that 
left four dead, including himself. 
The rampage began at his par-
ents’ home before going through 
Santa Ana, Tustin and ending in 
Orange. No motive was ever made 
public, though a suicide note Syed 
left reportedly indicated he was 
having problems with anti-de-
pressant medication.

Auto parts store
Gregory Allen Sturm on Aug. 

19, 1990, killed three former co-
workers at a Tustin auto parts 

store, lining them up, binding 
them with tape and shooting 
them execution-style in the back 
of their heads to prevent them 
from identifying him. He was sen-
tenced to life without the possibil-
ity of parole.

Awaiting trial
• Zachary Castaneda, a 

33-year-old gang member, is ac-
cused of going on a stabbing 
spree in Garden Grove and Santa 
Ana on Aug.7, 2019, that left four 
dead and two wounded. He is cur-
rently awaiting trial on four fel-
ony counts of murder, along with 
numerous other charges. Police 
and prosecutors have not outlined 
a suspected motive.

OC has had several notable mass killings over the years

By Jonah Valdez, Scott 
Schwebke and Josh Cain
Staff writers

A mass shooting at an Or-
ange office building left four 
people dead, including a 
child, and two people criti-
cally injured Wednesday eve-
ning. The suspected shooter, 
who had been shot at by po-
lice, was among the injured, 
authorities said.

After receiving calls of shots 
fired about 5:30 p.m., Orange 
police officers arrived at the 
office at 202 W. Lincoln Ave. 
to live gunfire and at least one 
officer fired their weapon, po-
lice said.

Officers shot at the sus-
pected shooter, who was trans-
ported to an area hospital, Or-
ange police Lt. Jennifer Amat 
said at a news conference 
near the office. The suspected 
shooter was not immediately 
identified and police did not 
publicly disclose a motive or 
other circumstances about the 
shooting.

Four people died in the 
shooting, including a child, 
Amat said. Fire paramedics 
transported two others to lo-
cal hospitals, including one fe-
male victim and the suspected 
shooter, who was shot at by po-
lice. Both were in critical con-
dition late Wednesday.

A firearm was discovered at 
the scene.

It wasn’t immediately 
known if the suspect was in-
jured by police gunfire or had 
shot himself.

Police said the situation is 
stable and there is no threat 
to the public.

Police called it the deadli-
est mass shooting in Orange 
since the 1997 Caltrans shoot-
ing where a disgruntled former 
Caltrans employee armed with 
an assault rifle killed four Cal-
trans employees at the agen-
cy’s yard.

The shooting also occurred 
after other recent mass shoot-
ings across the nation. On 
March 16, a gunman killed 
eight people, including six 
Asian American women, at 
Atlanta-area massage busi-
nesses. The following week, 
another gunman opened fire 
in a Boulder, Colorado, super-
market, killing 10 people.

Wednesday’s shooting took 

ORANGE

4 DEAD IN OC SHOOTING
Victims: A child is reportedly 

among the dead; another person   
is transported to a hospital

Tragedy: Police are calling 
Wednesday’s attack the deadliest 

mass shooting in Orange since ’97

Motive: Police still not sure why 
suspected shooter, who also was 
taken to a hospital, opened fire

INSIDE: 
Shooting was the 

worst in the city 
since a former 

Caltrans worker 
killed four people  

in 1997,  
police said.
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The Orange Police 
Department, 

along with the 
Orange Fire 

Department and 
the Anaheim Fire 

Department, 
respond to a 

shooting with 
multiple victims 

at 202 W. Lincoln 
Ave. in Orange on 

Wednesday. 

MARK RIGHTMIRE 
STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

JAE C. HONG — THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

People comfort each other as they stand near an office building where a shooting occurred in Orange on Wednesday. Police say four people were 
killed, including a child, and the suspected shooter was shot at by police. No motive has been given, and the suspect has not been identified.
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ceiving help so their family 
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like the pandemic-driven food cri-
sis of the past 12 months is finally 
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they’re rising elsewhere. Vaccines 
are common. And a soon-to-arrive 
financial shot — from the $1.2 tril-
lion American Rescue Plan signed 
into law on March 12 — suggests 
the economy is poised to rebound.

But look again, say operators 
of the county’s two biggest food 
banks and directors of the pan-
tries and nonprofits who have 
spent the past year responding 
to the most harrowing need for 
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This, they say, is the micro-
level picture: Thousands of peo-

ple are still without a job or work-
ing fewer hours and for lower 
wages than before the coronavi-
rus altered their lives. And on any 
given day, those people continue 
to queue in long lines, on foot and 
in their cars, somewhere in Or-
ange County, sometimes waiting 
a few hours to get a box of food 
or a bag of groceries.

“Our numbers have just been 
consistent,” said Anne Belyea, ex-
ecutive director of Laguna Food 
Pantry in Laguna Beach, which 
serves about 200 people every 
weekday morning. That’s down 
from a high of 282 the day be-
fore Thanksgiving, but it remains 
twice the number of visitors they 
had before the pandemic.
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yard in Orange where he had 
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shot and killed four men. He 
also wounded a police officer 
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ended with Torres being shot 
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Ali Syed, a 20-year-old man 
armed with a shotgun, went on 
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ing spree on Feb. 19, 2013, that 
left four dead, including himself. 
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dead and two wounded. He is cur-
rently awaiting trial on four fel-
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people dead, including a 
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ning. The suspected shooter, 
who had been shot at by po-
lice, was among the injured, 
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to live gunfire and at least one 
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lice said.
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pected shooter, who was trans-
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stable and there is no threat 
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Police called it the deadli-
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ing where a disgruntled former 
Caltrans employee armed with 
an assault rifle killed four Cal-
trans employees at the agen-
cy’s yard.

The shooting also occurred 
after other recent mass shoot-
ings across the nation. On 
March 16, a gunman killed 
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Atlanta-area massage busi-
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By Jonathan Lemire, 
Kevin Freking 
and Zeke Miller
The Associated Press

PITTSBURGH » President 
Joe Biden outlined a huge 
$2.3 trillion plan Wednes-
day to reengineer the na-
tion’s infrastructure in 
what he billed as “a once-in- 
a-generation investment in 
America” that would undo 
his predecessor’s signature 
legislative achievement of 
giant tax cuts for corpora-
tions in the process.

Speaking at a carpen-
ters union training center 
in Pittsburgh, Biden drew 
comparisons between his 
hard-hatted proposed trans-
formation of the U.S. econ-
omy and the space race and 
promised results as grand 
in scale as the New Deal or 
Great Society programs that 
shaped the 20th century.

“It’s not a plan that tin-
kers around the edges,” 
Biden said. “It’s a once-in-
a-generation investment in 
America unlike anything 
we’ve seen or done since 
we built the interstate 
highway system and the 
space race decades ago. In 
fact, it’s the largest Amer-
ican jobs investment since 
World War II. It will create 
millions of jobs, good-pay-
ing jobs.”

White House officials say 
the spending would gener-
ate those jobs as the coun-
try shifts away from fossil 
fuels and combats the per-
ils of climate change. It is 
also an effort to compete 
with the technology and 
public investments made 
by China, which has the 
world’s second-largest econ-
omy and is fast gaining on 
the United States’ dominant 
position.

“I’m convinced that if we 
act now, in 50 years people 
are going to look back and 
say this is the moment when 
America won the future,” 

Biden said.
The Democratic presi-

dent’s infrastructure proj-
ects would be financed by 
higher corporate taxes, a 
trade-off that could lead to 
fierce resistance from the 
business community and 
thwart attempts to work 
with Republican lawmak-
ers. Biden hopes to pass an 
infrastructure plan by sum-
mer, which could mean re-
lying solely on the slim 
Democratic majorities in 
the House and the Senate.

The higher corporate 
taxes would aim to raise the 
necessary piles of money 
over 15 years and then re-
duce the deficit going for-
ward. In doing so, Biden 
would undo the action by 
Trump and congressional 
Republicans to lift the cor-
porate tax rate to 28% from 
the 21% rate set in a 2017 
overhaul.

“Ninety-one Fortune 500 
Companies, including Am-
azon, pay not a single, soli-
tary penny in income tax,” 
Biden said.

Wednesday’s announce-
ment will be followed in 
coming weeks by Biden 
pushing a companion bill 
of roughly equal size for 
investments in child care, 
family tax credits and other 
domestic programs. That 
nearly $2 trillion package 
would be paid for by tax 
hikes on wealthy individu-
als and families.

“Wall Street didn’t build 
this country,” Biden said. 
“ You, the great middle 
class, built this country. 
And unions built the mid-
dle class.”

Biden’s choice of Pitts-
burgh for unveiling the 
plan carried important 
economic and political res-
onance. He not only won 
Pittsburgh and its sur-
rounding county to help 
secure the presidency, but 
he launched his campaign 
there in 2019. The city 

famed for steel mills that 
powered America’s indus-
trial rise has steadily piv-
oted toward technology and 
health care, drawing in col-
lege graduates in a sign of 
how economies can change.

The White House says 
the largest chunk of the 
proposal includes $621 bil-
lion for roads, bridges, pub-
lic transit, electric vehicle 
charging stations and other 
transportation infrastruc-
ture. The spending would 
push the country away from 
internal combustion en-
gines that the auto indus-
try views as an increasingly 
antiquated technology.

An additional $111 billion 
would go to replace lead 
water pipes and upgrade 
sewers. Broadband inter-
net would blanket the coun-
try for $100 billion. Sepa-
rately, $100 billion would 
upgrade the power grid 
to deliver clean electricity. 
Homes would get retrofit-
ted, schools modernized, 
workers trained and hos-
pitals renovated under the 
plan, which also seeks to 
strengthen U.S. manufac-
turing.

The new construction 
could keep the economy 
running hot, coming on the 
heels of Biden’s $1.9 trillion 

coronavirus relief package. 
Economists already esti-
mate it could push growth 
above 6% this year.

To keep companies from 
shifting profits overseas 
to avoid taxation, a 21% 
global minimum tax would 
be imposed. The tax code 
also would be updated so 
that companies could not 
merge with a foreign busi-
ness and avoid taxes by 
moving their headquarters 
to a tax haven. And among 
other provisions, it would 
increase IRS audits of cor-
porations.

Biden appealed for Re-
publicans and the business 
community to join him in 
negotiations on the bill, but 
the legislative prospects for 
Biden’s twin proposals al-
ready appear to hinge on 
Democrats coming up with 
the votes on their own 
through the budget recon-
ciliation process, which re-
quires just a simple major-
ity in the 50-50 Senate.

“I’m going to bring Re-
publicans into the Oval Of-
fice, listen to them, what 
they have to say and be 
open to other ideas,” Biden 
said. “We’ll have a good- 
faith negotiation. Any Re-
publican who wants to help 
get this done. But we have 

to get it done.”
D e m o c r a t ic  le a d e r s 

embraced Biden’s plan 
Wednesday. Senate Major-
ity Leader Chuck Schumer 
of New York said it would 
create millions of jobs.

“I look forward to work-
ing with President Biden to 
pass a big, bold plan that will 
drive America forward for 
decades to come,” Schumer 
said at an event in Buffalo.

But key GOP and busi-
ness leaders were already 
panning the package.

“It seems like President 
Biden has an insatiable ap-
petite to spend more money 
and raise people’s taxes,” 
Rep. Steve Scalise of Loui-
siana, the GOP whip, said 
in an interview.

Senate Republican leader 
Mitch McConnell dismissed 
Biden’s package as nothing 
more than a “Trojan horse” 
for tax hikes.

The business commu-
nity favors updating U.S. 
infrastructure but dis-
likes higher tax rates. U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce Ex-
ecutive Vice President and 
Chief Policy Officer Neil 
Bradley, said in a statement 
that “we applaud the Biden 
administration for mak-
ing infrastructure a top 
priority. However, we be-
lieve the proposal is dan-
gerously misguided when 
it comes to how to pay for 
infrastructure.” The Busi-
ness Roundtable, a group 
of CEOs, would rather have 
infrastructure funded with 
user fees such as tolls.

Trump, in a statement, 
blasted his successor’s pro-
posal, claiming it “would 
be among the largest self-
inflicted economic wounds 
in history.”

Infrastructure spending 
usually holds the promise 
of juicing economic growth, 
but by how much remains a 
subject of political debate. 
Commutes and shipping 
times could be shortened, 

and public health would 
be improved and construc-
tion jobs would bolster con-
sumer spending.

Standard & Poor’s chief 
U.S. economist, Beth Ann 
Bovino, estimated last year 
that a $2.1 trillion boost 
in infrastructure spend-
ing could add as much as 
$5.7 trillion in income to the 
entire economy over a de-
cade. Those kinds of anal-
yses have led liberal Dem-
ocrats in Congress, such as 
Washington Rep. Pramila 
Jayapal, to conclude Tues-
day, “The economic consen-
sus is that infrastructure 
pays for itself over time.”

But the Biden adminis-
tration is taking a more cau-
tious approach than some 
Democrats might like. After 
$1.9 trillion in pandemic aid 
and $4 trillion in relief last 
year, the administration is 
trying to avoid raising the 
national debt to levels that 
would trigger higher inter-
est rates and make it harder 
to repay.

Biden’s efforts also may 
be complicated by demands 
from a handful of Demo-
cratic lawmakers who say 
they cannot support the 
bill unless it addresses the 
$10,000 cap on individu-
als’ state and local tax de-
ductions put in place un-
der Trump and a Republi-
can-led Congress.

With a narrow majority 
in the House, they could 
conceivably quash any bill 
that doesn’t significantly 
lift the cap or repeal it en-
tirely.

“I can only vote for a bill 
that has meaningful tax im-
pact for my constituents if 
it addresses the SALT cap,” 
t weeted Rep. Tom Ma-
linowski, D-N.J.

“We say No SALT, no 
deal,” said Democratic Reps. 
Tom Suozzi of New York and 
Bill Pascrell and Josh Got-
theimer of New Jersey in a 
joint statement.

U.S. PROJECTS

Biden announces huge infrastructure plan to win ‘the future’

SHAFKAT ANOWAR—THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

The White House says the largest chunk of President Joe 
Biden’s proposal includes $621 billion for roads, bridges, 
public transit, electric vehicle charging stations and other 
transportation infrastructure. Above, a Metra train moves 
along elevated tracks in Chicago on Wednesday.

“There’s always a new 
face,” Belyea added. “It’s 
the newly vulnerable shop-
pers that are just so heart-
broken and humbled to be 
in our line.”

And if you look further 
down the road, Belyea and 
others say, you’ll see issues 
that could continue or even 
deepen the hunger crisis.

What happens when sav-
ings are tapped or unem-
ployment assistance ends? 
What’s the next step for a 
family that owes pandemic-
suspended bills for such 
things as rent or utilities or 
credit cards? What happens 
when forbearance ends and 
banks push for overdue 
mortgage payments?

“ We’re already start-
ing to feel it,” said Andre 
Roberson, co-founder of 
Power of One Foundation, 
a grassroots nonprofit that 
stepped up at the start of 
the pandemic to run drive-
thru food distributions and 
door-to-door grocery deliv-
eries at apartment com-
plexes in hard-hit neigh-
borhoods of Orange and 
Los Angeles counties.

Last week, at a Power 
of One drive-thru in Santa 
Ana, a line of 2,000 cars 
stretched for 2 miles. It was 
one of 10 weekly food give-
aways the nonprofit con-
ducts, Roberson said.

“That’s what’s making us 
nervous.”

Second hunger wave
Mark Lowry, director of 

Orange County Food Bank, 
and Harald Herrmann, chief 
executive of Second Har-
vest Food Bank of Orange 
County, both worry about 
a number of possible time 
bombs: looming debts accu-
mulated by people hit eco-
nomically by the pandemic; 
dwindling private donations 
to local food banks; the end 
of emergency government 
assistance.

“Things are looking bet-
ter,” Lowry said, noting signs 
that the overall economy is 
perking up. “But, no, things 
are not OK.”

There is, he said, less of a 
“sense of panic” than there 
was a year ago, when the 
lockdown started. He cited 
the current Orange County 
unemployment rate of 7.4% 
versus the whopping 18% 
peak in 2020.

Still, the jobless rate is 

nearly triple what it was pre-
pandemic. And if the unem-
ployment figure is adjusted 
to account for those who 
have given up and stopped 
looking for work, thus drop-
ping off official rolls? Then 
the rate would be closer to 
12%, the food bank direc-
tors say. Many of those peo-
ple have trouble buying gro-
ceries. And all of them need 
to eat.

Demand for food, Lowry 
said, remains “extremely 
high by any other historic 
measure.”

“This was a once-in-100-
years event, and our commu-
nity has not recovered yet,” 
Lowry said.

Second Harvest, the coun-
ty’s largest distributor of 
food to the needy, gave away 
a record 7 million pounds of 
food in July 2020. By Febru-
ary, the volume was down to 
about 5 million pounds, but 
that is still twice the pre-
pandemic level.

As a second year of crisis 
arrives, food banks are hop-
ing money from public and 
private donors will continue 
to help finance their efforts. 
Last year, the county Board 
of Supervisors awarded 

$6 million in federal coro-
navirus stimulus funds that 
the two food banks shared, 
buying food and distributing 
it, free of charge, to people 
in need.

Lowry and Herrmann 
plan to ask county officials 
for a slice of what the Na-
tional Association of Coun-
ties estimates is Orange 
County’s $616 million share 
of the recent stimulus pack-
age. The food banks also 
hope cities, in line for as 
much as $700 million in Res-
cue Plan dollars, will kick in 
some backing.

Said Herrmann: “I don’t 
know if we can get the job 
done without that support 
again.”

War on hunger
The shortage extends be-

yond funds and food.
Volunteers who have be-

come the reliable back-
bone of the food distribu-
tion world — like packaging 
food boxes at Orange County 
Food Bank — have yet to re-
turn in large numbers. A few 
people, recently vaccinated, 
are back at the food bank’s 
Garden Grove warehouse 
but not enough to keep pace 

with demand.
Last year, the food bank, 

an operation of Community 
Action Partnership of Or-
ange County, was able to 
bridge that labor gap with 
help from Team Rubicon, 
a mobile group of military 
veterans who serve as emer-
gency volunteers, and from 
local members of the Califor-
nia Conservation Corps. But 
when the Corps members’ 
tenure ended in February, 
Lowry renewed a request 
for help from the California 
National Guard, which has 
sent troops to most of the 
state’s 34 food banks during 
the pandemic.

The National Guard also 
has deployed to hospitals, 
senior living facilities, and 
vaccination sites around 
the state to address the pan-
demic.

On March 15, the soldiers 
arrived at Orange County 
Food Bank, dressed in fa-
tigues and ready to fight a 
war on hunger.

Last week, their com-
mander, Brig. Gen. Jeffrey 
Smiley, stopped by for a re-
view. A few of the nine Guard 
members under the super-
vision of Sgt. Olinser Diaz-

Cebreros were in the ware-
house parking lot, loading 
up cars for people among the 
1,400 older Orange County 
residents who, on a typical 
day, get help from a longtime 
federal nutrition program.

Inside the warehouse, 
other soldiers lug ged 
50-pound sacks of pota-
toes to an assembly line and 
helped a dozen volunteers 
pack spuds in smaller bags 
bound for 320 local food 
pantries.

“I’m glad we could help,” 
Smiley told Lowry as the two 
were introduced.

Andrea Kunihira, a first-
time volunteer at the food 
bank, also was glad for the 
presence of the soldiers.

“They’re very helpful,” 
said Kunihira, 66, who lives 
in Cypress. “And strong.”

During a tour of the facil-
ity, Smiley asked about the 
number of people who need 
help from the food bank.

“I suspect it’s going up,” 
he said.

“Oh, yeah,” Lowry re-
sponded. “It’s been crazy.”

Later, during a huddle in-
side the warehouse, Smiley 
reminded his troops of how 
crucial their help is, whether 

at a hospital or a food bank.
“Everything that you’re 

doing is saving someone’s 
life,” he said.

Box program teetering
Another pandemic-related 

food program, one in which 
the U.S. Dept. of Agriculture 
connects county food banks 
with truckloads of vegeta-
bles, fruit, dairy and meat, 
is tenuous. There’s no word 
if the coronavirus food box 
program will continue past 
April.

Since late last year the 
number of boxes delivered 
as part of that program 
has been tapering off, Rob-
erson said. The new year 
started with a severe short-
age across Southern Califor-
nia, and Roberson reached 
out to partners in Northern 
California, who sent an ex-
tra half dozen truckloads — 
172,800 food boxes — that 
will keep Power of One dis-
tributing food through April.

But the nonprofit must 
cover the cost of refriger-
ating and delivering that 
food. Northgate Market has 
donated warehouse space, 
but Roberson said he has 
depleted all $20,000 of his 
own savings to keep deliv-
ering the food.

One volunteer is hoping 
a GoFundMe campaign he 
launched in mid-March will 
generate enough money for 
Roberson to buy a forklift 
and a refrigerated truck. 
John Luciano, a former en-
tertainment writer who now 
works as an interior designer 
and events coordinator, said 
he learned about Power of 
One two years ago, when 
a close friend did court-or-
dered community service 
with the group.

Luciano, who has homes 
in West Hollywood and La-
guna Beach, began help-
ing with food distribution. 
The pandemic opened his 
eyes about the hunger cri-
sis. Twice last year, he said, 
someone he knew came 
through the line.

An encounter that par-
ticularly troubled him in-
volved a woman he knew 
of through his niece. Luci-
ano spotted the woman at a 
food distribution event at the 
Orange County Fairgrounds. 
He said he pulled his hat low 
to remain unrecognizable 
behind his face mask. He 
did not want her to be em-
barrassed.

This was in December.
“I worry about these peo-

ple,” Luciano said. “Are they 
ever going to make it back?”

Hunger
FROM PAGE 1

MARK RIGHTMIRE—STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

Providing help during the pandemic, members of the National Guard load a vehicle with food boxes as part of the Senior 
Food Box Program at Orange County Food Bank, a program of Community Action Partnership of Orange County, on 
Thursday in Garden Grove. Inside the warehouse, other soldiers packed bags of potatoes bound for 320 food pantries.
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