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COVID-19 SITUATION REPORT 

Impact and Food Banking Organization Preparation  

UPDATED - MARCH 4, 2020 

About this document: These insights are drawn from reports by GFN member food banking organizations 
impacted by operational issues associated with local COVID-19 outbreaks (those located in Asia-Pacific).  
This is not an exhaustive list and it will be updated as new and relevant details become available. This is 
intended to share learnings across the network and help non-affected members prepare in the event of a 
local outbreak.  
 
COVID-19 Information 
The amount of misinformation about COVID-19 is staggering.  GFN encourages its member food banks to 
seek guidance on COVID-19 from the World Health Organization (WHO) and their respective national 
governments. 

• Daily situation reports can be found here.  

• Information on how to protect yourself here.  This includes information on how to use masks, 
which are in significant shortage globally.    

• Information on how to prepare your workplace here.   GFN is following this advice for its 
employees and recommends its members consult this document as well.  

• For those in the network that have employees travelling, WHO also offers travel guidance.    
 
GFN is also doing a global news roundup that it will circulate to those interested.  Please contact 
aceretti@foodbanking.org to subscribe.  This should not be used as an exhaustive or authoritative 
resource; please consult the World Health Organization.  
 
COVID-19 Implications in Places of Outbreak: 

• Demand for Service Trends 
o Demand for food banking service is increasing.  This may seem obvious, but with 

businesses closed, grocery store shelves empty, and people being put on unpaid leave, 
there is an increase demand for food relief during this time.  Ordinary social protection 
programs or nutrition assistance programs may be suspended or access limited.  In some 
countries, for example, closure of schools may mean low-income children will not receive 
school meals. In countries with electronic benefit transfer programs, access to those 
programs may be limited or purchasing power of benefits reduced by increased food 
costs due to panic buying.  

 

Countries/cities that are tourist dependent are seeing enormous increases from local 
charity partners.  Primarily due to decreased tourism.  A family may have been getting by 
but now one member is laid off from a hotel cleaning job since the hotels are not being 
booked.  This is also true of other service dependent industries like car rental cleaners, 
hotel porters, taxi drivers, restaurant workers and background airline/airport personnel.  
These families are turning to local agencies for food aid and the agencies are seeking 
more from the food banks.  Hong Kong Ministry of Tourism estimates that the number of  

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/situation-reports/
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/getting-workplace-ready-for-covid-19.pdf?sfvrsn=359a81e7_6
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/travel-advice
mailto:aceretti@foodbanking.org
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tourists will decrease more than 90% in the first half of CY 2020.  Singapore estimates a 
72% decrease. 

 
o Distribution challenges because social service agency partners are closed .  Most food 

banks in the GFN system depend on local charities to distribute food, and in the most 
affected areas many of these charities are not operating.  Most Asian food banks report 
that some of their agencies have stopped operations entirely or have cut back 
dramatically on their hours/days of service.  Reasons varied from lack of volunteers, to 
lack of funds, to orders not to offer congregate meals or public/large group gatherings by 
government authorities.  
 
To maintain operations, food banks may consider developing alternative means for 
distribution for low-income households – especially to populations that are most at risk 
for COVID-19, because they are the ones that tend to be staying in most.  Several food 
banks report that they are trying to put together boxes of key staples to deliver to seniors 
directly. With adequate resources, direct distribution programs could be expanded to 
other demographic groups such as families with children and the disabled.  
 

o Increased product needs from agencies.  To counter those agencies that have suspended 
operations, those that are open are seeing large increases in the number of people 
needing help.  It’s not uncommon to hear that an agency that had served 25 families per 
week pre COVID-19 are now serving 100+ families per week. 

 

• Product Donation Trends 
o Product donation is reduced due to panic buying and supply chain disruptions.  Public 

panic buying and hoarding of food and grocery products (as well as personal care items 
like toilet paper, anti-bacterial soaps, hand sanitizers, etc.) is creating shortages of 
products that would otherwise be available for donation to food banks.  Business 
disruptions, supply chain stresses, and business closures in significantly affected areas 
means there are less resources to facilitate donation or even purchase for distribution to 
low-income populations.  In one case, a GFN member routinely procures a meaningful 
portion of its product from the tourism industry, and those donations are expected to 
decline and replacement sources are being immediately sought.  Some food banks have 
reported that key staples are in high demand, expensive to procure when available, and 
alternative sources extremely limited.  
 

o Increased material costs.  Food banks that had relied on donated stock items (corrugated 
boxes especially) are now needing to purchase these same items as manufacturing sites 
have curtailed operations and processors are not running at peak performance.  Both 
segments had previously donated surplus or unusable good cartons that the food banks 
used to package items for their agencies. 
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o Inability to pick up products from donors.  Logistics challenges are unique to each 
country, but product pick-ups are being disrupted in most Asian countries with GFN food 
banks.  Retailers are seeing less surplus available or are telling the food banks not to 
come around until called where before it was a regularly scheduled pick-up.  Less usable 
surplus coupled with decreased volunteer food bank drivers is keeping transport supply 
chains lines hindered. 

 
o Loss of food rescue (prepared foods) products.  Another knock-on effect since caterers, 

banquet halls, buffets are seeing major event and tourism reductions, less food is being 
ordered and prepared so less surplus is available for donation.  Food banks are reporting 
that restaurants and hotels are suspending buffets entirely and only offering off menu 
choices for their customers, to cut back on costs, personnel and waste.   

 

• Fundraising Trends 
o Fundraising in most cases is diminished.  Food banks and agencies that rely heavily on 

individual point of sale/contact donations (such as coin drops like coffee shop change 
boxes, buy a sandwich and restaurant donates to food bank, etc.) are seeing noticeable 
revenue declines.  As daily life for many people is disrupted, people are not out buying 
their morning coffees or sandwiches, so these boxes/programs are not providing routine 
revenue streams for food banks or agencies.  One food bank in the GFN family has over 
45 of these coin boxes in one city – individually a coin box is not normally a big thing but 
multiplied out 45 times, it becomes a dependable revenue stream.  With spreading 
macro and micro economic uncertainty throughout the region, all GFN food banks in Asia 
Pacific (with one notable exception) are concerned about a reduction in available funds.   

 

o In one case, fundraising has increased.  One food bank in the GFN system is reporting 
that since they’ve made good media contacts to talk about decreasing product 
donations, specific to COVID-19, fund donors are stepping up with financial support.  
Most are new funders that are reacting to a newspaper story or a local news program 
interview. Prioritizing an enhanced media outreach through various channels (social and 
traditional) should be considered as a necessary tactic to secure financial resources and 
raise awareness with government and business sector supporters.    
 

• Volunteer Trends.  Many volunteer dependent food banks and agencies are seeing a significant 
drop in people willing to gather in congregate groups for fear of person to person contact and 
exposure to COVID-19.  In some geographies, it is a government mandate to ban groups from 
gathering.  For some GFN food banks, volunteers come from school groups, and many cities are 
closing schools for extended periods to mitigate risks.  To mitigate this challenge, food banks are 
hiring/considering temporary staff to maintain distribution channels. Food banks may need to 
consider significantly reduced hours of operations and triaging pack/distribution options to the 
most hard hit communities or agencies. 
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Effective Messaging 
GFN has begun aggregating messaging from its members for sharing with global partners to encourage 
direct support to food banks in countries where our partners have operations.   We will also share 
messages among the network to support you in crafting your own communications strategies.    


