     Back in 1989, a group of 7 Oshkosh churches joined together to operate the Ecumenical Food Pantry in a 12' X 25' room in the upstairs Parish Hall at Trinity Episcopal Church on Division Street. Over the years, as the number of customers receiving services from the Ecumenical Pantry regularly increased, Trinity Episcopal graciously offered the more spacious basement level of the parish hall for its' operation.  

     These 7 churches - Trinity Episcopal, First Congregational, First United Methodist, Algoma United Methodist, Wesley United Methodist, Christ Lutheran and First Presbyterian  - supported the work of the pantry through donations of volunteers, money, in-kind donations as well as their prayers.  The Ecumenical Food Pantry had continually expanded its' operation serving a steadily increasing food insecure population (of almost 6,000 families and more than 14,000 individuals in 2008). 

     The Oshkosh Area Community Pantry like its’ predecessor, The Ecumenical Food Pantry, has never required means or proof of income as requirements to receive food - all that was required was the need of the individual, proof of Oshkosh residency and proof of the number residing in the household which then determined the amount of food distributed.  Based on the size of the household, pantry guests received a pre-bagged assortment of mostly dry goods food once per month - enough for 3-4 days.  The items distributed typically included cereal, pasta and various canned goods as well as a very limited selection of frozen meats and eggs.  The Ecumenical Pantry maintained regular hours on Tuesdays thru Thursdays 10 am - 3 pm.

     According to figures maintained by the Hunger Task Force of Oshkosh, the Ecumenical Food Pantry was by far the largest food pantry in the community.

     However, those needing food assistance in Oshkosh had to navigate through a veritable maze of government and church sponsored organizations to obtain food.  In Oshkosh, if you have problems with domestic abuse, there’s the Christine Ann Center. If your child needs an after school program, there are after school programs operated by the Boys and Girls Club or YMCA. If you need food, you begin a most difficult journey that has many difficult entrances - Oshkosh, unlike every similarly sized city in Wisconsin lacked a single community based food pantry. 

         Over the years, a growing consensus had developed by community leaders that hunger had become a real concern for a significant portion of the citizens in the Oshkosh community.  A growing number of households were experiencing low food security due to increasing poverty, fragmented and inaccessible services, limited understanding of the issues and lack of sustainable organizational structures.  Community leaders had taken note of the fragmentation of available services among the 10 food pantries in Oshkosh which shared a limited funding base, the inconsistent eligibility requirements and the varied food types and quantities.  They also saw a lack of accessibility to food pantries due to limited days and hours of operation, handicap accessibility issues and transportation needs.  

     The ability to deliver services was also hampered by an aging base of pantry volunteers, retiring leadership, lack of succession planning, an inefficient use of resources and lack of contingency plans for pantry closures. 

     Community leaders concluded that hunger and food insecurity could no longer be satisfied by government programs and church groups alone – a more unified and organized effort would be needed to both meet the immediate needs of the hungry while also addressing the root causes of poverty.  

    In November 2008 a new non-profit agency, the Oshkosh Area Community Pantry (OACP), was formed to address these community needs.  Several church operated food pantries including Plymouth Congregational, St. Andrews and St. Vincent de Paul decided to join forces with the Oshkosh Area Community Pantry.  Steve Vickman was named its' Executive Director in November 2008.  The Oshkosh Area Community Pantry became the successor organization to the Ecumenical Food Pantry on January 1, 2009.   On April 24th, the OACP celebrated its’ grand opening in its’ new site shared and leased from the Saint Vincent de Paul Society -   a 10,000 square foot space at 2551 Jackson St. – the former Copp’s building.  At a significant cost, the refrigeration and freezer capacity was restored at the site which now provides a quality experience for pantry guests.
     Social Service Agencies use the term “Food Insecurity” to describe hunger over a broad spectrum.  In its most extreme form, food insecurity results in children and adults having to reduce the amount of food eaten, skipping meals and eating foods high in calories but low in nutritional value. At its' most extreme, schools see the results in poor learning outcomes for those lacking proper nutrition and law enforcement community see increases in a variety of crimes.  

      Who are the typical food insecure customers that OACP serves? 

· 67% of pantry guests earn less than $750 per month

· Pantry guests overwhelmingly are renters with a disproportionate amount of their incomes being devoted to rent and utility costs.  

· The average age of pantry guests is 42.5 years old with 12% over the age of 65 and 36% under the age of 18
· Guests belong to every race  and may be single mothers, poor, lacking high school or equivalency diplomas, the disabled and the elderly

· Food insecure guests have also come to include a group known as the “working poor” – those with regular or part-time jobs which pay low wages insufficient to provide the basics of food, shelter and clothing. This group appears to be a chronic one and one that has steadily increased as wage growth and the economy in general have stagnated.  As the current recession has dragged on, the number of people seeking  assistance from OACP has grown to include working families whose hours have been reduced by their employers and are struggling to feed their families and keep their heads above water.  In fact, many of the people receiving OACP help are our friends and neighbors who a year ago would have never imagined that they would be needing food assistance from a food pantry to simply survive.      

     The mission of the Oshkosh Area Community Pantry is to establish a collaborative community food pantry which addresses the food and nutritional needs of our customers, identify and evaluate our customers’ broader needs and provide access to other community resources that foster independence.

     The vision of the Oshkosh Area Community Pantry is that all people have the right to be treated with dignity and respect.  As a community we have the social responsibility to care for each other by assuring that everyone has the access to resources that help them meet their basic needs.  By unifying our efforts, we believe that we can generate more abundant resources and effective services.  

              The Oshkosh Area Community Pantry contends that the delivery of food to those in need performed as an isolated act cannot end hunger in our community.  Therefore, the Oshkosh Area Community Pantry is dedicated in conjunction with its’ primary mission of delivering food to those in need to also providing a broad variety of community services which will combat not only hunger but also the poverty which engenders it.  

     We have obtained memoranda of understanding or covenants with churches, civic organizations and social service organizations.  Our goal is to provide resources, contacts and outreach.  To name a few, this includes programs like Food Share, Women, Infant and Children (WIC) program, UW Extension nutrition counseling, food preparation and community gardens, Christine Ann Domestic Violence, Winnebago County Literacy Council;  Smoking Cessation and Helth and Wellness programs and new innovative programs like VITA which is a tax preparation service for the lower income individuals.   

     The development of a new Oshkosh Area Community Pantry site is unique in that it increases accessibility by expanding the hours of operations and is handicapped accessible for people with disabilities.  The pantry allows our guests to have greater dignity by making it possible for them to shop for the food they receive rather than be handed a bag of groceries.  Increased space and refrigeration equipment makes it possible for customers to have increased accessibility to fresh produce and meats which were lacking at the old site and in most other pantries in the city.  Food nutrition, cooking and food education opportunities are also being provided in partnership with the UW Extension.  A demonstration kitchen is available which  allows cooking and nutrition classes to occur – For example, if the pantry receives donated venison, many pantry guests may not be familiar with the product and lack the skills required to prepare it.  

     Key to OACP growth has been the expansion of volunteer opportunities beyond the traditional base of retirees. OACP has sought to extend volunteer opportunities to pantry guests - not as sweat equity - but in an effort to offer them both the dignity of work as well as the pride in ownership of the pantry operation. OACP is also working with Winnebago County and the Department of Workforce Development to utilize W2 recipients seeking to enter the workforce through their community jobs service program.

     The OACP seeks to be innovative and use the best practices that we have found from the Ecumenical Pantry and other successful area pantries like Paul’s Pantry in Green Bay and St. Joseph’s in Menasha.  The current shopping format offers pantry guests a wonderful opportunity to select those items with dignity which meet their unique lifestyles.  The OACP has also expanded its’ area of coverage to include not only Oshkosh but southern Winnebago County including Winneconne, Omro and other surrounding townships.

     The Oshkosh Area Community Pantry seeks to collaborate with the other remaining area pantries to share resources - we are not in competition with them because our goal is simply to feed the hungry among us.  

     To create and implement our vision, the Oshkosh Area Community Pantry is committed to developing and utilizing all available funding sources from corporate gifts, service organizations, religious institutions, donations, endowments, foundations, grants, fundraising activities and in-kind gifts.  OACP has been granted agency status under the United Way umbrella.  

    The hard reality of bringing our vision to life requires money in a very difficult economic climate - significant financial resources are required to pay for rent, refrigeration, utilities, vehicles, furniture, store fixtures and food purchases.  Not surprising, the Oshkosh Community has responded and been incredibly generous in helping to make the  vision of a community based pantry a reality.  
     OACP has received significant community donations from many sources including many faith communities, local organizations like Altrusa and Southwest Rotary as well as the Oshkosh Area Community Foundation, John E. Kuenzl Foundation, United Way, JJ Keller Foundation and US Oil Foundation.  We are pursuing many other corporate and community funding opportunities which will enable the OACP to not only give pantry guests a fish today but also help them to fish tomorrow.  

