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The Unaccounted Crisis, Food Banks and the
Shadow of Social Justice

Farnaz Zaredorahi, PhD Candidate, Sprott
School of Business, Carleton University ; Manuel
Litalien, Associate professor, Nipissing University

& Francois Brouard, Full professor, Sprott School
of Business, Carleton University

Farnaz Zaredorahi is a PhD candidate in Sustainability
Accounting at the Sprott School of Business, Carleton
University, with a strong passion for research and
creating positive impact. Her journey began during her
Master’s, when studying financial sustainability during
COVID-19 revealed the power of research to drive
real change. Since then, she has pursued her curiosity
for asking meaningful questions and exploring the
intersection of finance, sustainability, and society.

Manuel Litalien is an Associate professor in the
Department of Social Welfare and Social Development,
Nipissing University. His research focuses on social
development, social protection systems, philanthropy,
ethnicity, minority groups, and religion, with a
particular emphasis on Southeast Asia. He studies
how institutions in developed and developing
nations create policy avenues for marginalized
groups. His work has documented community-based
social assistance projects, as well as the impacts of
government development initiatives on the behavior
of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).

Francois Brouard is a full professor of taxation
and accounting at the Sprott School of Business at
Carleton University. He is the founding director of
the Professional Accounting Research Group (PARG).

Before turning to teaching, he spent several years
working in taxation and research at the international
firm Deloitte. He serves on the boards of directors of
several charitable organizations in Ottawa.

Poverty and Need for Social Justice

A crisis can be understood as the moment when
people within a social system collectively perceive
that the foundations sustaining their way of life, its
values, institutions, or material conditions, are no
longer secure and may be at risk of collapse (Boin
et al., 2017). It has three main components: threat,
urgency and uncertainty (Boin et al., 2017). Crises
force people and organizations to move away from
routine management, to quick, reactive decision-
making, where swift acting often matters more than
thoughtful strategic long-term planning (Brouard,
2020).

Although crises are sometimes described as external
shocks, such as medical emergencies, natural
disasters, or economic downturns, many of the most
destabilizing threats unfold slowly. Crises often
emerge so gradually that we barely notice their danger
until it is almost too late, much like the fable of the
frog that fails to realize it is being boiled alive as the
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water warms slowly around it. When change happens
incrementally, each small shift feels manageable,
even normal, and we adapt without questioning the
broader trajectory. By the time the full scale of the
crisis becomes visible—whether environmental, social,
or political—-we may already be deeply entrenched
in its consequences. This slow burn dynamic makes
early awareness and vigilance essential, because
recognizing subtle warning signs is the only way to
avoid becoming the metaphorical frog in the pot.
Being aware of the signals of an emerging crisis is
essential (Brouard, 2020).

Inthis essay, we underline how growing food insecurity
is symptomatic of a crisis, one which may well illustrate
the shortfalls of the Canadian economic system and
its capacity to look after the welfare of its citizens.
Rather than representing a sudden disruption, rising
food insecurity reflects deeper structural pressures
linked to income instability, welfare retrenchment,
and shifting governance responsibilities. Our text
explored the Canadian philanthropic landscape, and
the growth and normalization of food banks during
times of prolonged crisis. It observed both an increase
in demands and systemic shortcomings in social
support.

Food banks are acknowledged as symptomatic
institutions, responding to dire social needs; essentials
which go unmet by the Canadian welfare state.
Their expansion therefore raises broader questions
about how responsibility for addressing poverty has
gradually shifted from public income supports toward
charitable and market-based actors. Adopting a crisis
perspective, their expansion highlights not only how
charities/civil society respond to disruptions, but also
how crises become embedded in Canada’s charitable
approach to food insecurity. In this sense, the
normalization of emergency food provision may both
reflect and reinforce longer-term transformations in
the social safety net. Following this overview, one
may ask why food banks in the country have become
a standard fixture in social provisions, compensating
for the market and a struggling welfare state.

Crisis in Food Banks

Based on Food Banks Canada (2025a), monthly visits
to food banks across Canada have reached record
highs, revealing a troubling reliance on charitable food

support. In recent years, these visits have doubled
compared to pre-pandemic levels, a testimony to just
how sharply demand has risen. Alarmingly, most adults
experiencing food insecurity are currently employed,
highlighting that even some Canadians who work
full-time cannot make ends meet, amid the ongoing
affordability crisis (Food Banks Canada, 2025a).

This trend signals a broader food-insecurity crisis
rather than a simple food bank issue. While donations
and volunteering remain crucial, they alone cannot
resolve the problem. Without systemic intervention,
hunger risks becoming normalized, needs continue
to escalate, and organizations originally designed to
provide temporary relief are increasingly tasked with
meeting long-term demand (Food Banks Canada,
2025a). Indeed, food banks play an essential role,
but only coordinated action from governments,
communities, and other stakeholders can reverse
these trends (Food Banks Canada, 2025a).

Historically, food banks have been part of Canada’s
social support network for decades, yet their repeated
milestones reveal deeper policy shortcomings. It took
roughly 25 years for monthly visits to surpass 1 million;
in contrast, the following 1 million visits occurred in
just five years. By March 2024, food banks recorded
over 2 million visits in a single month (nearly 90%
higher than in 2019), demonstrating a growth rate
that is unsustainable for both the organizations and
the people they serve (Food Banks Canada, 2024).

These developments align with broader economic
data. According to the Canadian Income Survey (Food
Banks Canada, 2024):

e 1in 10 Canadians now lives in poverty.
e Nearly a quarter (23%) face food insecurity.

e After a historic decline in poverty from 14.5%
in 2015 to 6.4% in 2020, the trend reversed by
2022, with poverty rising to nearly 10%.

Today, food insecurity has reached record levels,
affecting almost 10 million Canadians, including
more than 2.5 million children (Food Insecurity Policy
Research, 2025).

Compounding these pressures, rising inflation has
intensified financial strain on households. Increasingly,
families rely on credit or emergency savings to cover
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essentials like rent and food, leaving them vulnerable
to unexpected income shocks, such as job loss or
health crises (Food Banks Canada, 2025a).

Affordability Crisis

What stands out in the recent evidence is how little
relief people feel, even as inflation slows. Lower
inflation does not undo years of price increases.
The cost of necessities has already shifted upward,
and for many households that shift has become
permanent. Day-to-day expenses now start from a
much higher baseline than they did only a few years
ago. Since 2021, the cost of everyday essentials has
risen sharply, with housing, food, and transportation
becoming noticeably more expensive, contributing to
a 18% increase in overall consumer prices and putting
real strain on many households (Food Banks Canada,
2025a). For those with the lowest incomes, including
people relying on provincial social assistance, more
than 80% of disposable income goes straight to
housing and food (Food Banks Canada, 2024). When
so much of a household budget is fixed, food is often
the first thing to suffer, and turning to a food bank
becomes less about choice and more about necessity.

66

For those with the lowest incomes,
includingpeoplerelyingonprovincial
social assistance, more than 80% of
disposable income goes straight to

housing and food. l l

The speed and scale of this struggle is striking. In
the summer of 2021, about one in five households
reported difficulty meeting their basic needs. By the
end of 2022, that number had jumped to roughly one
third, and it has stayed at a similarly high level since
(Food Banks Canada, 2024). This rapid shift shows
that financial stress is no longer an issue affecting

a small portion of the population. It is becoming a
common reality.

Poverty and food insecurity are rising sharply together
(Food Banks Canada, 2024). Income supports,
wages, and the cost of basic living are no longer
aligned, leaving many households caught in a cycle of
constant financial strain. Without systemic changes,
affordability pressures are likely to keep pushing more
Canadians toward food insecurity, making hunger not
just an occasional hardship, but a structural feature of
daily life.

Social Assistance

Provincial social assistance plays a central role in the
lives of many Canadians who rely on food banks.
Based on Food Banks Canada (2025a), around 40% of
food bank clients depend primarily on these programs,
which include general welfare and provincial disability
support. General welfare is meant as a short-term
safety net for those who are temporarily out of
work and have no other income, while disability
support is intended for individuals facing medical or
physical barriers that prevent them from securing
or maintaining employment (Food Banks Canada,
2025a). For many, these programs are the main—and
sometimes the only—source of financial stability.

Yet social assistance alone is not enough to prevent
food insecurity. The funding structure for food banks
highlights a troubling gap: nearly all resources (98%)
come from community donations, while less than 2% is
provided by government support (Ottawa Food Bank,
2024). This imbalance leaves charitable organizations
carrying the weight of a systemic problem, rather
than addressing the root causes. While community
generosity is remarkable, it is not a long-term solution.
Without stronger, sustained government investment
and policy interventions, social assistance cannot fully
shield households from the pressures of rising living
costs, housing expenses, and food price inflation.

Food Banks Situation Across Canada

Today, food banks are a common and visible
component of Canada’s social landscape. Across
Canada, Food Banks Canada provides support to a
network of 5,500 food banks and community groups
(Food Banks Canada, 2025c). The food bank network
reportedly supports around 3 million people each
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year through its ten provincial associations and newly
established Territorial Association in Yukon (Food
Banks Canada, 2025c). According to Food Banks
Canada’s 2025 annual report, the organization made
a significant difference last year, creating meaningful
social, environmental, and economic impact. Its
network helped prevent millions of kilograms of
greenhouse gases (103 million) from entering the
atmosphere, showing that rescuing and redistributing
food can benefit the planet. Altogether, for every
dollar invested by donors and partners, Food Banks
Canada generates nearly $8 in combined social,
environmental, and economic value, demonstrating
the wide-reaching and lasting impact of its work (Food
Banks Canada, 2025c).

However, some studies have highlighted a clear
mismatch between what food banks are expected to
achieve and what they are able to deliver (Bazerghi et
al., 2016). Designed as short-term support, they are
now serving people who rely on them continuously,
often as their main source of food. Yet growing
demand, uneven donations, and limited capacity mean
that food banks struggle to provide food that is both
adequate and nutritious. For many users, frequent
visits do not resolve food insecurity but simply
help them get through the next few days, revealing
the limits of charitable food provision in addressing
deeper structural deprivation (Bazerghi et al., 2016).

Supporting food banks can create the appearance
that hunger is being effectively addressed, yet these
efforts often respond to its symptoms rather than
its structural drivers. By emphasizing charitable food
relief, governments risk ignoring the deeper issue to
unequal access to resources, as well as insufficient
individual and family income despite full-time work.
This dynamic is not new. The expansion of food banks
since the 1980s coincided with broader shifts in social
policy and labour markets, including the retrenchment
of income supports and rising employment precarity
(Azadian et al., 2023). What began as a temporary
emergency response has become institutionalized
within Canada’s social landscape.

Institutionalization of Food Banks

Robinson (2014) argues that the institutionalization of
food banks reflects broader neoliberal restructuring
that shifts responsibility for poverty from the state

to charitable and market actors. Within this framing,
hunger is constructed primarily as a problem of food
supply rather than income inadequacy, legitimizing
charity-based and corporate-supported responses
while narrowing policy attention to emergency
relief instead of structural reform. By stabilizing an
‘emergency food' paradigm, this discourse constrains
the scope of policy debate and diverts attention from
the structural drivers of food insecurity, including
income inadequacy and welfare retrenchment
(Robinson, 2014). Over time, such normalization
may unintentionally reinforce food-based responses
as the default solution, while deflecting attention
from the income-based policy reforms necessary
to meaningfully reduce household food insecurity
(Tarasuk et al., 2020; Azadian et al., 2023).

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge
that food banks provide immediate assistance to
households facing acute material hardship and often
operate through extensive networks of volunteers,
community organizations, and local partnerships.
For many individuals experiencing crisis, food banks
represent a critical short-term source of support.
However, recognizing this immediate function
does not resolve the structural concerns. Notably,
food banks require substantial public and private
investments, including storage, transportation, and
tax incentives to sustain operations. Ontario, for
example, funds perishable food transport and storage,
and federal funding added $100 million in August
2021 on top of an earlier $200 million. While such
funding supports short-term relief, it does little to
address the underlying structural inequities that drive
food insecurity (Azadian et al., 2023). In this sense,
food banks may alleviate immediate need, but they
cannot substitute for the broader policy reforms and
redistributive strategies required to meaningfully
reduce hunger in Canada.

Critical scholarship has also emphasized how the
normalization and corporatization of food charity
can contribute to the depoliticization of hunger. As
charitable food provision became institutionalized and
increasingly supported by corporate actors, hunger
was reframed as a matter of community compassion
and philanthropy, rather than as a political issue rooted
in poverty and income inequality (Riches, 2011). Over
time, this shift contributed to the cultural embedding
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of food banks as a socially acceptable response to
hardship, reducing pressure on governments to fulfill
their obligations to ensure adequate income security
and uphold the right to food. The growing involvement
of corporate sponsors, media partnerships, and tax-
supported incentives further solidified food banking
as a second-tier safety net operating alongside a
weakened public welfare system (Riches, 2011). In
this context, food charity does not simply alleviate
immediate need; it can also render hunger less visible
as a matter of social justice and public policy, thereby
allowing structural determinants of food insecurity to
remain insufficiently addressed.

Structural Deficit and Systemic Barriers

Food banks across Canada are facing growth that
far exceeds anything previously seen. In the past
five years, demand has risen faster than ever, and
even modest annual increases in usage now strain
the system. This surge is happening alongside the
ongoing affordability crisis and higher unemployment,
particularly among recent newcomers, creating a
perfect storm for charitable food support (Food Banks
Canada, 2024).

The roots of this crisis stretch back further. While
the pandemic exposed and intensified vulnerabilities,
inflation, rising housing costs, and a fraying social
safety net have compounded the problem. Food
banks, which were designed to offer temporary relief,
are now being asked to absorb long-term systemic
pressures. More than three-quarters of food banks
now must purchase food to meet demand, up from
just over half a few years ago (Food Banks Canada,
2025a). The cost of keeping the system running has
more than doubled in only three years, and for urban
centers, annual costs now reach into the millions
(Food Banks Canada, 2025a). Clearly, the network can
no longer operate sustainably under these conditions.

Worth mentioning is that food insecurity is not evenly
distributed in Canada. Northern Canada experiences
a far more severe and complex crisis. Indigenous
communities in general face persistent disparities.
Almost40% of Inuit, Métis,and First Nationsindividuals
experience food insecurity, compared to roughly 25%
of the overall population. These differences are not
the result of individual choices, but of structural and
systemic barriers that continue to limit access to

adequate food (Food Banks Canada, 2025a). Poverty
in the region is more than double the national average,
and food insecurity affects over a third of households,
reaching nearly 60% in Nunavut (Food Banks Canada,
2025a). High prices, limited availability, poor quality,
and climate-related threats to traditional food sources
all contribute to the problem. Addressing these issues
requires systemic change: subsidies and tax benefits
alone are not enough; long-term, locally accountable
strategies, co-designed with Indigenous communities,
are essential to ensure equitable access to food and
to support food sovereignty (Food Banks Canada,
2025a).

&

The roots of this crisis stretch back
further. Whilethe pandemicexposed
and intensified vulnerabilities,
inflation, rising housing costs, and
a fraying social safety net have
compounded the problem. Food
banks, which were designed to offer
temporary relief, are now being
asked to absorb long-term systemic

pressures. ’ ’

At the federal level, some steps have been taken
to address affordability and poverty. Government
programs aimed to increase housing supply, improve
employment insurance, and invest in Northern
communities do exist. While these actions have
potential, they are not sufficient on their own. Real
change will require economic and welfare state
structural reforms that address the underlying causes
of poverty and inequality, rather than relying solely
on short-term fixes (Food Banks Canada, 2025a).
Ultimately, Canada’s food banks reflect deeper
structural deficits. Rising demand, uneven access to
services, and the growing cost of providing support
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reveal a system under pressure. Without coordinated
policy, systemic reform, and targeted investment, food
insecurity will continue to mirror these larger social
and economic gaps rather than being meaningfully
resolved (Food Banks Canada, 2025b).

Moreover, Food Banks Canada (2025b) emphasizes
that “we can create a Canada where no one goes
hungry.” However, the poverty report card continues
to show avery low score and weak performance across
most provinces (Brouard, Litalien, and Zaredorahi,
2025). Food Banks Canada argues that, through
collective action and policy change, food insecurity
could be cut by half by 2030. While this objective
reflects recognition that structural reform is necessary,
policy research suggests that such reductions will
depend less on expanding charitable food initiatives
and more on strengthening income-based public
interventions. Despite persistently high levels of food
insecurity, government responses have continued to
prioritize funding for food-focused and charitable
programs rather than addressing underlying income
insufficiency (Food Insecurity Policy Research, 2022).
Extensive evidence demonstrates that food insecurity
is primarily driven by inadequate and unstable income
and that meaningful reductions occur when income-
support programs are strengthened.

Reframing food insecurity as a matter of income
adequacy, rather than food supply, redirects policy
attention toward the economic conditions that
structure household vulnerability. In this context,
the growing institutionalization of food banks as
a permanent feature of the social safety net risks
normalizing emergency food provision as a substitute
for comprehensive income security policy. Recent
research further notes that major food bank and
food diversion organizations increasingly include
corporate actors in leadership and governance roles
(Azadian et al., 2023). The authors caution that
while such partnerships may enhance operational
capacity, they can also shape advocacy priorities
and limit engagement with structural issues such
as wages, labour protections, taxation, and welfare
state retrenchment. This dynamic reinforces a model
in which charitable food provision expands while
deeper income inequalities remain insufficiently
addressed. While food banks provide essential short-
term relief, their expansion may inadvertently shift

public and political attention away from the structural
income reforms required to sustainably reduce food
insecurity.

To tackle food insecurity, we need stronger policies
that guarantee stable and sufficient incomes for
everyone. This includes increasing social assistance
rates to reflect actual living costs, strengthening
Employment Insurance coverage, enhancing child and
disability benefits, protecting minimum wage levels,
and considering guaranteed income models. Research
conducted by Food Insecurity Policy Research at
the University of Toronto (2019), based on national
survey data from nearly 1,600 households across four
provinces (New Brunswick, Ontario, Quebec, and
Saskatchewan) show that even among severely food-
insecure households, charitable food assistance was
among the least commonly used coping strategies;
households were more likely to delay bill payments or
seek financial support from friends and family.

66

Reframing food insecurity as a
matter of income adequacy, rather
than food supply, redirects policy
attention toward the economic
conditions that structure household
vulnerability. In this context, the
growing institutionalization of food
banks as a permanent feature of the
social safety net risks normalizing
emergency food provision as a
substitute for comprehensive

income securlty pOlICY ’ ’

Moreover, food bank users had substantially lower
incomes and were more likely to rely on multiple
resource-augmentation strategies, suggesting
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that food bank use often reflects acute financial
desperation rather than a routine or effective
support (Tarasuk et al., 2020). In addition, practical
barriers to food bank access include transportation
challenges, restrictive eligibility criteria, limited hours
of operation, and instances of being turned away
(Tarasuk et al., 2020). Food banks therefore represent
“the exception, not the norm” among food-insecure
and a policy focus centered primarily on expanding
charitable food assistance is misaligned with the lived
realities of most food-insecure households (Tarasuk et
al., 2020, p.846). This evidence underscores the limits
of food charity as a structural response and highlights
the need for upstream interventions targeting income
insecurity. This evidence underscores the limits of
food charity as a structural solution and highlights the
need for upstream income-based policy interventions
to address the underlying determinants of food
insecurity (Tarasuk et al., 2020).

66

Moreover, food bank users had
substantially lower incomes
and were more likely to rely on
multiple resource-augmentation
strategies, suggesting that food
bank use often reflects acute
financial desperation rather than
a routine or effective support.

Complementary policy analyses reinforce this
conclusion. Improvements to federal and provincial
income-based programs, including “public seniors
pensions, social assistance, child benefits, Employment
Insurance, and minimum wage" policies, have been
associated with measurable reductions in food
insecurity when they meaningfully increase household

incomes (Li, Fafard St-Germain, and Tarasuk, 2023,
p.6). Taken together, this body of evidence indicates
that food insecurity is fundamentally rooted in
financial instability and insufficientincome. Addressing
it therefore requires strengthening and expanding
income-based policy instruments that protect
households from persistent low income, unexpected
expenses, and sudden income shocks, rather than
relying primarily on charitable food systems.

At the same time, structural inequities must be
explicitly acknowledged. Systemic racism and the
ongoing impacts of colonialism are key drivers of
disproportionately high rates of food insecurity among
Black and Indigenous communities (Food Insecurity
Policy Research, 2022). Meaningful progress
requires confronting these structural determinants
directly, not merely alleviating their symptoms
through downstream food provision. In line with this
perspective, Food Banks Canada (2025b) identifies
urgentactionin three areas: addressing the root causes
of poverty, improving affordability, and tackling food
insecurity in Northern communities. Such priorities
further underscore that durable reductions in food
insecurity depend on structural economic and policy
reforms rather than the expansion of emergency food
charity alone.
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