
Best Practices: Food Relief

COVID-19 RESPONSE

As the COVID-19 crisis deepens, AFL-CIO state 
federations and central labor councils are rising 
to meet the food needs of union members and 
working families in our communities. The diversity 
of our movement and our nation means that no one 
approach to the task will meet every need, but we 
can learn from each other. We have put together 
these best practices as a means to share the 
experiences of some of the front-line organizations 
as they sort out how to help meet basic needs.

LEADING BY ACTION 
Meeting the Scale of the Need

The Los Angeles County Federation of Labor 
has run seven mobile food banks feeding an 
estimated 30,000 people. Badly impacted by 
COVID-19’s effects on hospitality, transportation and 
entertainment, the food needs in Los Angeles are 
massive. The LA federation has committed to run 
three to four mobile food banks a week, with some 
targeting the areas of greatest need, such as helping 
the workers who were employed at the Los Angeles 
International Airport. Federation staff members are 
making extensive use of social media and reaching 
out to local union leadership to recruit the 35–60 
volunteers needed to run each food distribution site. 

The San Diego & Imperial Counties (California) Labor 
Council was able to feed well more than 100,000 
people in one weekend alone. Vehicles lined up in 
the SDCCU Stadium parking lot to receive boxes 
filled with fresh produce along with nonperishable 

food items. The central labor council will continue 
weekly Saturday food distributions, open to the 
general public, serving thousands of families. 

VOLUNTEERS 
Unemployed Workers Step Up 

The Greater Boston Labor Council has been closely 
integrating its food relief efforts with the office of 
Mayor Marty Walsh (LIUNA), the former head of the 
Boston Building Trades Council. The labor council 
has been providing 40–50 volunteers a day to 
help distribute food in the city’s most vulnerable 
neighborhoods—feeding 1,500 people daily. 
Members of the building trades, Theatrical Stage 
Employees (IATSE) and UNITE HERE, many of whom 
have been laid off from their current jobs, have been 
showing up big for the effort. 

LOGISTICS 
Mobile Drive-Through Food Bank  
Keeps Everyone Safe

The recent UAW-GM strike and a close relationship 
with the United Way gave the Mid-Michigan Area 
Labor Council experience providing food relief. 
When faced with significant needs in Saginaw, 
Michigan, the council sprang into action, setting up 
a mobile drive-through food bank in a UAW parking 
lot providing aid to 300 families. Volunteers were 
provided with gloves and N95 masks. Families in 
need were instructed to stay in their cars, and labor 
volunteers set up stations around the parking lot to 
load each car with different groceries. By putting 
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food directly into trunks and not boxing it, the 
volunteers and recipients were able to maintain safe 
social distancing. 

COMMUNICATIONS 
Using Modern Tools to Train Staff and 
Connect to Resources

The San Antonio AFL-CIO helped connect the 
National Nurses United (NNU) to an online video 
conferencing session with the United Way labor 
liaison, who trained NNU’s staff on United Way’s 211 
resources, including food relief. The use of video 
conferencing kept everyone safe and helped inform 
front-line union representatives about how to assist 
members with getting connected to resources. 

FUNDING 
Getting Creative About Partnerships

The Chicago Federation of Labor was able to put 
its United Way partnership into immediate action 
to raise money for the Windy City’s most affected 
members. A fund established by The Chicago 
Community Trust and United Way of Metro Chicago 
in partnership with the city of Chicago has raised 
more than $21 million from labor, business and 
philanthropy since its March 17 launch. These funds 
will be put to various uses, including meeting the 
food needs of Chicago’s working families. 

Resources 
Check out aflcio.org/resources for state-specific information for food assistance programs, 
including food pantries and other community and government programs.


