2011 at The Food Chain

I became involved with The Food Chain a year a go when I was inspired by the exciting new strategy to transform the Charity by the year 2014.  Depending on your involvement with The Food Chain you may have already noticed some of these changes, for others you may be wondering what’s been going on.

Referrers will know that we have strengthened the way those in need can access our services.  We have clarified our referral criteria, employed a specialist HIV dietitian and recruited a team of qualified dietetic volunteers who now screen all our referrals.  When we receive a referral one of the team will check medical records and information from social services to build a complete picture of each individual’s circumstances.  
For instance: A couple referred this year have a young son, and arrived in the UK a few months ago. Since arriving they have both been diagnosed with HIV and Hepatitis C, which means they had started to have many painful treatments with nasty side effects.  Since their diagnosis they had both become depressed and were now on anti-depressants.  Their treatment was making them unwell and unable to work and they were not eligible for benefits.
One of our case handlers worked with the referrer and this couple to put together a Personalised Nutrition Care Plan, consisting of meals after the Hep C treatments, groceries whilst they came to terms with their diagnosis and nutritional knowledge so that they now buy and eat the right foods to improve their health and return to work as quickly as possible.  Agreeing what difference they expected from our time-limited support has helped this family to be in a better place when their package of support was complete.
They wrote and said:

"We would like to thank you for your kindness. You have helped so very much our family. It's nice to know that some people have a special caring touch.

Thank you so much for your food help, if not you, we would die because of starving."

It is shocking, isn’t it that in 2011 there are people in our city facing starvation.  Sadly this isn't a unique story.  We receive a referrals everyday for people in equally desperate situations.
By spending time explaining our service and reviewing those we help we ensure that our limited resources are used to support the people most in need, at the times when they need us most; whilst also empowering them to live independently from us at other times.  This increases the impact of our services and makes us more sustainable for the future.
If you are a new service user you will have spoken to one of our trained dietitians before you were taken on to service, these calls typically last one to two hours with a follow-up when services are completed.  At a time when specialist services are being cut by the NHS this tailored one to one advice might be the only opportunity you have to learn about how your food choices interact with your medicines and symptoms.  If you receive groceries from us you will also get a weekly call to discuss your choices.
If you are physically struggling to prepare food for yourself we want to expand our meal service so that we can provide you with a nutritious meal up to seven days a week.  In order to do this we first have to streamline our services.  Our Sunday service volunteers have taken part in two pilots trialled this year; central purchasing and centrally planned menus.  Both of these show promise to reduce the burden on lead cooks.  Which means it will be easier to recruit more volunteers when we need to produce more meals.
In 2012 we will continue to expand our services, at first volunteers might notice a reduction in meal numbers as those of you receiving our support are now on a combination of services and only receive meals when you are at your most vulnerable.  We hope to increase the use of technology in the kitchens, and we will continue our search for premises that will allow us to trail mid-week meals.
Providing nutritional information to you is an important part of the support we provide; whether factsheets, recipes or as a consultation; this is what gives our short-term services a long-term impact.  If you are eligible for our Eating Positively nutrition and cookery classes you might have noticed that we have had to reduce the number of sessions we invite you to, this is due to lack of funds.  Subject to funding in 2012 we want to reinstate these classes, and in response to your feedback increase the practical cookery elements.

This weekend we will be celebrating an early Christmas with the first group of service users who have attended a brand new service, Eating Together.  As well as being a new service this was a new partnership for The Food Chain as we worked with AGE UK to provide men over the age of 55 with face to face nutritional advice and a chance to eat together.  We have already secured funding from City Bridge to expand this service to other groups in 2012 and 13.
Speaking of Christmas; The Food Chain has its foundations in this festive season, and this Christmas day will be the 24th birthday of The Food Chain and as if this wasn’t special enough we will also be preparing and delivering our half millionth meal, an amazing achievement.
2011 has been the start of change for The Food Chain.  We have increased staff and supported them in the office with specialist volunteers.  
We have made changes to our database so that we can track the improvements people make to their lives when receiving our support.  And soon we will have a new website that will make involvement with The Food Chain much easier for everyone, whether a donor, a volunteer, a referrer and most importantly of all a service user.  
I am very proud to be part of The Food Chain.
I would like to finish with a message from a service user 
“To All of you, Thank you so much, your assistance has helped me through a trying period in my life. With so many uncertainties I was at least sure of where my next meal was coming from. Your generosity will never be forgotten.”

