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Food is an important and essential part of sustenance for the human body, it gives us the ability to adapt and construct our bodies and serves as a means to unite and identifies us. It is also however, a fundamental human right. Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) states that, “everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food.” (The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948) This commentary will investigate the implications that food poverty has on individuals, by looking at the increasing reliance on foodbanks in the UK. We will investigate the contributing factors to the food crisis from both the perspective of specialist charities and social media and we will look at recent anthropological and academic opinions on the use of foodbanks.

The rapid growth of food banks is a new phenomenon in the UK according to Loopstra. R, Reeves. A, Taylor-Robinson. D, Barr. B, McKee. M & Stuckler. D (2015: 1). This inevitably raises concerns that the welfare system is repeatedly failing to meet the basic needs of individuals and to provide defence against hunger. A recent study conducted collectively by The Trussell Trust, Oxfam, Child Poverty Action Group and the Church of England found that foodbanks were primarily relied upon when individuals found themselves in a financial crisis, be it a complete loss or of a significant reduction in income. Research suggests that the main reason for this hardship is ongoing issues with benefits or an issue with a benefit payment. Changes to the welfare system have been blamed for this significant rise in people relying on foodbanks. The University of Oxford have conducted studies on the use of foodbanks over the last five years and have suggested that there is a strong link between increased benefit sanctions and the increase in foodbank usage. Foodbanks continue to assist with and are at the frontline of poverty. (Trussell Trust 2017: 5) 

On the 7th of November 2016 a lower benefit cap was introduced in what was thought to have been in response to the UK housing crisis. This cap reduced the amount of benefit a family could receive from £26,000 to £23,000 in London and to £20,000 elsewhere in the UK. Initially, it was argued that benefits provided the means for non-working families to be able to live in what were considered expensive areas that many working families could not afford to live. It was therefore hoped that the cap would resolve this social imbalance, however it reportedly left families with significant shortfalls between benefits and housing, resulting in many families struggling to remain within their homes. In her (2017) article ‘A Mother Given 50p a Week for Housing: The Benefit Cap One Year On’, the head of policy at the Chartered Institute of Housing Rees argues that the benefit cap has an “abiding legacy to push people closer to homelessness.” (Rees 2017) It’s reported that nearly a third of the 68,000 families affected by the benefit cap have seen their benefits reduced by between £50 and £100 a week. The Child Poverty Action Group has warned that many families are at increasing risk of poverty due to years of government cuts and poverty rates continue to grow each day. (Rees 2017)
When considering the implications of using foodbanks as both a short term but more so a long-term solution to the problem of food poverty in the UK, Tarasuk and Eakin in their (2003: 1513) ethnography ‘Charitable food assistance as symbolic gesture: an ethnographic study of food banks in Ontario’, make us aware of the significance of supply and distribution. Here they suggest that although foodbanks give the illusion that they are effectively responding to hunger, they are simply masking the true extent of the problem, resulting in less support thus creating further poverty and inequality. Because foodbanks are seen to offer a solution to this public health emergency, government or community groups fail to seek an alternative solution. Tarasuk and Eakin suggest that there is a great dissociation between what is needed by foodbank users and what is given or distributed by workers. They argue that this dissociation is due to the necessity for workers to limit the frequency of distribution and also to limit the type of foods given in order to manage the overall supply of available foods, particularly when supplies are low, and demand is high. They put forward therefore, that giving is more of a symbolic gesture than a response to need, particularly when supplies are limited. (Tarausuk and Eakin 2003: 1512) It has been argued however that the increase in the reliance of foodbanks has little to do with food scarcity but is as a direct result of expanding food banks and food charity aid. (Loopstra. R, Reeves. A, Taylor-Robinson. D, Barr. B, McKee. M & Stuckler. D 2015: 1)
The opinion held by Tarausuk and Eakin (2003) could be argued to be significant in the decision made by Tesco in December of last year. Following all major UK supermarkets agreeing to the Courtauld Commitment 2025, which is an agreement to reduce food waste by 20% within a decade, supermarket Tesco has released its plans that aim to end edible food waste by March 2018. Tesco has vowed to no longer waste food that is fit for human consumption by donating surplus foods from the end of each day to food charities. Tesco believe that in doing this, they will assist charities in reducing food-based outgoings and thus allow essential spending on housing and other important services. The use of foodbanks has increased fourfold since 2012 although it is reported that households threw a total of 7.3 million tonnes of food away in 2015. (Busby 2017) 

To conclude, this food commentary has considered the UK foodbank epidemic along with its contributing factors. We have looked into the Universal Credit benefit cap from the perspective of charities such as the Trussell Trust and also from the perspective of the media via newspaper reports. Tarausuk and Eakin have assisted in bringing an anthropological stance on the possible problems with Foodbank usage and its implications. 
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