Family Matters

IN AN IDEAL WORLD,

SUPPORT
GLUTEN-FREE
FOOD BANKS
The gluten-free diet can feel overwhelming
enough without having to worry about the
often-staggering cost to boot. Here’s how
you can help those who may be financially
struggling to stay on course.
BY JESSICA PRESS

those of us on the gluten-free diet would live on meals straight out
of a Gwyneth Paltrow-styled fairytale. We’d eat a balanced variety
of naturally gluten-free organic fruits, vegetables, lean proteins and
ancient grains. We’d spend Sunday afternoons mindfully preparing
healthy snacks for the week ahead: resealable bags full of cut-up
local peppers, carrots and strawberries, homemade granola bars,
chia-covered cocoa balls and spicy kale chips.
But as anyone who’s actually medically required
to follow the gluten-free diet—and especially those
who are new to the diet or raising kids on it—can
attest, the reality is that even the most health
conscious of us invariably rely on store-bought,
pre-packaged gluten-free goods from time to
time. And when you consider that, on average,
gluten-free versions of “regular” foods can cost up
to 450 percent more than their gluten-containing
counterparts, you can imagine how formidable
the gluten-free diet must feel to low-income families or those who are food insecure (see burst).
While there is no known figure for exactly how
many Americans on gluten-free diets are food
insecure, a study by Brigham and Women’s Hospital
found that 21 percent of children diagnosed with food allergies
experience low food security. That’s just one snapshot of why the
work of gluten-free food banks is more meaningful than ever—and
why it’s critical that the gluten-free community rally around them
and those who rely on them.
STICKER SHOCK
Emily Brown of Kansas City, Kansas, remembers the disheartening feeling of shopping for gluten-free foods. In 2012, her older
daughter was diagnosed with a wheat allergy, and her family was
experiencing financial difficulties. “I was unable to get the items
that I needed through WIC, a federal nutrition program, so I went
to a food pantry and was just stunned by the lack of availability,”
she says. “I recognized that there was a gap, and that this was a
critical need. And I knew that I was not alone, that there had to be
other families who were impacted just as mine was.”
And so Brown paired up with Amy Goode, a mom she met in a
food allergy support group, and has made it her mission to provide
for those in need. In 2014, the two women launched Food Equality Initiative, a Kansas-based organization dedicated to improving
health and ending hunger for low-income individuals diagnosed
with food allergies and celiac disease. Theirs is a three-pronged
approach centered on their allergen-free food pantry, advocacy
work and education. “Anyone who’s diagnosed with a medically
necessary diet knows that the No. 1 concern your physician has is
whether you’re going to comply with the diet,” Brown says. And
she points out that there’s the psychological toll specialized diets
can create, particularly for kids—and that ready-made gluten-free
foods really do serve a role in alleviating them. “People don’t realize
how profound it can be to provide a family with pizza dough or
cupcake mix—to be able to ensure that your child is not left out of
something is so meaningful.”
Scott Akeson of Lee’s Summit, Missouri, visits Food Equality
Initiative monthly. As a father of four kids ages 7 to 16, he says his
family began eating gluten free when his oldest son was diagnosed with celiac. “Each month, our food bill was as much as our
mortgage,” Akeson says. “It can be awkward to ask for help, but
we needed some way to defray the cost of this medically required
food.” The biggest boost, he says, are items like gluten-free flour—
which a Food Equality Initiative report showed can cost $6.39 per

pound, compared with $.57 for regular flour. “Emily and her team
of volunteers are all so helpful, friendly and knowledgeable, and
we’re so grateful,” Akeson says.
GIVING BACK
The Gluten-Free Food Bank, part of the New England Celiac Organization, distributes gluten-free foods to 13 pantries in the greater
Boston area. “We concentrate on getting those specialized glutenfree replacement products—bread, crackers, pasta, nutritious bars,”
says Director Nicola Harrington. When Harrington’s son was diagnosed with celiac disease two years ago, she had an “a-ha moment.”
“Being diagnosed is a stressful time—there’s the stress of trying to
change the diet and the stress of dealing with the social aspect of
it. But then it hit me how much more stressful it would be to not
be able to afford some of these products,” she says. And while The
Gluten-Free Food Bank gets valuable donations from large-scale
national suppliers, Harrington also feels grateful to have a supportive local community in New England. “We have a very sympathetic
audience among the gluten-free community, from individuals to
manufacturers and vendors,” she says. “They know how expensive these products are, and they empathize with those who have
financial insecurity or food insecurity and need these products.”
Take 13-year-old Brendan Weissel of Newton, Massachusetts; for
his recent bar mitzvah, he asked guests to bring gluten-free items
to donate to the bank. “I have celiac, so I really wanted to help the
celiac and gluten-free community,” Weissel says. He and his guests
ultimately donated more than 130 items.
Tiffany Holtzman has been equally moved by teens who want
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NO ONE UNDERSTANDS BETTER THE NECESSITY—
AND COST—OF GLUTEN-FREE FOOD THAN THOSE
WHO DEPEND ON IT DAILY.

Right (l to r): Rachel Gannon, David Gannon and Heather Gannon, founder and CEO,The Rachel Way.

Make a difference
DONATE FOOD. Ask your local
food bank if they have a dedicated
gluten-free food area. If so, ask
what they’re most in need of. If
not, tell them you’d like to donate
gluten-free items—and be sure
to label them with a note, so that
they can get to those who need
them most.
DONATE MONEY. Any of
the groups mentioned here
welcome financial donations and
supermarket gift cards, or consider
donating to your local food bank.
DONATE TIME. Volunteer at your
local food bank, offering to sort
and distribute gluten-free food.
LEARN MORE
• Foodequalityinitiative.org
• Neceliac.org
• Safefoodpantry.org
• Therachelway.org
• Feedingamerica.org
• Celiac.org

20

Gluten-Free Living May/June 2017

to make a difference. As the founder of
S.A.F.E.—Supplying Allergy Friendly and
Emergency Food Pantry, Inc.—in suburban Baltimore, she supplies allergy-friendly
food to a local food bank and has relied
on the amazing support of youth like Lily
Lev, 13. For her February bat mitzvah, Lev
created a flyer and asked MOM’s Organic
Market to donate re-useable grocery bags.
She printed more than 100 flyers and
stapled them to the donated bags. With the
help of her 11-year-old brother, Sam, Lev
left the bags at more than 100 houses in her
neighborhood. The following week, the siblings returned to the homes to collect the
bags and were amazed by the turnout: 146
pounds of food, filling three grocery carts.
Brendan and Lily inspired me to rally
my gluten-free community: For a Valentine’s Day gathering organized by Cel-Kids
Maryland, a Maryland social support
group founded by Andrea Balzano Tucker
and Kate Cramer, I asked anyone who’d
like to donate items to bring them to the
event. I was floored when the 18 families
in attendance generously donated nearly
50 items. “The gluten-free community is
naturally a supportive, collaborative, helpful group. No one understands better the
necessity—and cost—of gluten-free food
than those who depend on it daily,” says
Balzano Tucker, who recently launched the
resource baltimoreglutenfree.com.
Heather Gannon agrees. After her
daughter Rachel was diagnosed with
sensitivities to gluten and dairy, Gannon
felt the pinch to her wallet—and became

determined to help others. In September
2015, she created The Rachel Way, a dedicated gluten-free food pantry in suburban
Philadelphia that, she says, people drive
more than two hours to visit. “Every client
who comes through our door gets tearyeyed,” Gannon says, from the homeless
family who was living out of their car
to parents who’ve lost a job or are going
through a divorce. In addition to staples,
Gannon makes sure to stock the kinds of
food that help kids feel less alone. “I have
cookies, cake mixes, fruit snacks. I try to
make sure I have things in snack sizes for
kids’ lunches because it’s so important
that they don’t reach for someone else’s,”
Gannon says. “Sure, they’re things you
shouldn’t eat every day—I think [those on
the gluten-free diet] naturally progress to
a more whole, real-food diet [as time goes
on]—but it’s reassuring to know your child
can feel included.” Gannon hopes to launch
a mobile pantry this year, as a means of
reaching even more people in need.

Celiac Disease Foundation, points out that food banks also often do
have naturally gluten-free items like rice and beans on hand. The
challenge, many say, is that food banks often lack the staff or training to get those foods in the right hands. Dee Valdez, a Coloradobased consultant on gluten-free issues who’s known as “Gluten Free
Dee,” was one of the first in the U.S. to help organize gluten-free
food pantries. In many cases, she says, the necessary food exists—
but it’s just not sorted so that it gets to those who require it. “My
request is for people to give more purposely—if you want to give
food, you need to give it to food banks that get it to the families
who need it.” Other experts emphasize the importance of labeling
gluten-free foods clearly if you choose to donate them, so that they
get where they need to be.
STRENGTH IN NUMBERS
“We’re in this together,” says Valdez. “And if we don’t want people
to suffer in the long-term, and become a very large expense in our
medical system, we need to take care of them with the gluten-free

cereals and pasta and pizza, and all of the things that most of us
eat or used to eat at one point or another. We need to meet people
where they are, and then once they’re feeling better, they can have
a different mindset and heart and commitment to eating healthier.”
Food banks need your help, she says. “They need help sorting food
and figuring out how to store it differently. They need someone on
a local level to educate them.” Volunteer, she says, to be that person.
“The reality is that we have to take care of one another.” Akeson
concurs: “There are things that we individually can’t do—we need
the help of a community, we need resources from other people and
organizations. If we work together, then we can all be helped out.”
And then there’s Geller, who offers these heartening words of
empowerment: “The gluten-free community is a small one, and
the more compassion we can show each other, the stronger a
community we become.”
Jessica Press is a writer whose work appears in Redbook, Parents, O, The
Oprah Magazine, and more.

THE BIG PICTURE
Advocates like Brown are gratified by the
movement of food banks nationwide to
increase their offerings of naturally glutenfree fruits and vegetables. “Fresh produce
is the fastest growing channel of food and
our No. 1 priority,” says Michelle Marshall,
M.S., R.D.N., the director of community
health and nutrition at Feeding America,
which serves more than 46 million people
across the nation every year.
And Marilyn G. Geller, the CEO of
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