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ABOUT WANDSWORTH FOODBANK 

Wandsworth Foodbank is part of the Trussell Trust, the largest national network of foodbanks in the UK. Our 

office is based at St Mark’s Church Battersea Rise, and we are privileged to partner with four other churches 

who, with St Mark’s, generously host one or two foodbank sessions each week so that between us the 

foodbank is open seven days a week: St Michael’s, Southfields; St Paul’s, Furzedown; Shaftesbury Christian 

Centre, Battersea; SW London Vineyard (The Yard), Putney. 

All food is donated by the local community – individuals, schools, churches, businesses and other community 

groups. Wandsworth Foodbank receives no government or local authority funding, and is reliant on the 

generosity of people’s financial donations to keep helping local people in crisis. 

Local care professional teams – teachers, social workers, housing officers, GPs – register with us as Voucher 

Partners, so they can issue foodbank vouchers to clients they identify to be in crisis. The referral system is 

the only way that people can access emergency food and support from the foodbank. The foodbank serves 

people of all faiths or none. In 2014-15, 271 volunteers gave more than 7500 hours to help their neighbours. 

WHAT’S HAPPENED SINCE LAST YEAR’S RESEARCH REPORT? 

We’re grateful to everyone who has engaged positively with the findings of last year’s research and 

recommendations, to try to improve the situations of our neighbours who are struggling – and we look 

forward to continuing the conversation. We’d like to say a particular thank you to (in no particular order): 

 Wandsworth Citizens Advice Bureau – it’s a privilege working with you on our new joint project 

offering foodbank guests a dedicated welfare benefits, housing and debt case-worker, and providing 

training for foodbank volunteers to be even better at signposting. 

 City Bridge Trust – for generously funding the Wandsworth Foodbank/CAB project for two years 

 Fuelbanks & families – an excellent new charity providing fuel relief, debt advice and other support 

to families with children in Wandsworth. 

 Wandsworth DSF team – for sharing learning and working together to ensure foodbank guests have 

good access to local crisis assistance. 

 Local councillors – for those who discussed with us the research findings, visited the foodbank and 

continue to speak up on behalf of residents facing hunger and poverty. 

 Jane Ellison MP – for meeting us to discuss research findings, and for helpfully prompting local DWP 

managers to get in touch 

 Wandsworth Advice – for providing excellent information and training on benefits and sanctions  

 Sadiq Khan MP – for helping a foodbank guest resolve a long-running benefit problem, and for 

crowning the wonderful Rev Sue Clarke as Tooting ‘Community Champion’! 

And finally… a huge thank you to everyone across the borough who has volunteered their time at foodbank 

centres or at supermarket collections; has donated food to support their neighbours in crisis; or has given 

money to help meet the foodbank’s running costs. None of this would be possible without you. 

Thank you too to each foodbank guest who came back and donated food or volunteered when things were a 

little easier – you are always very welcome. 
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If you would like any more information about this research, or to ask for permission to use it, please email 

sarah@wandsworth.foodbank.org.uk 

 

For general information about Wandsworth Foodbank, please email info@wandsworth.foodbank.org.uk or 

visit wandsworth.foodbank.org.uk 



 

SUMMARY  

 

 Food poverty severely impacts the lives of those who experience it: it is very strongly associated by    

both guests and Voucher Partners with causing stress, anxiety and depression. In a few cases, the 

experience of food poverty was mentioned in connection with suicidal tendencies. Using standard ONS 

well-being questions, guests rated their well-being considerably lower than the national average, and 

their levels of anxiety much higher. Negative physical health impacts were also identified by two-thirds  

of Voucher Partners. 

 As last year, Wandsworth Foodbank is seen as a vital piece of the safety net, providing a service        

that does not exist in any other part of the system, and stands between people in crisis and an           

ever-worsening spiral of further debt, physical and mental ill health. 

 During 2014-15 Wandsworth Foodbank distributed enough emergency food to feed 3250 people for 

three days. This represents a volume increase of 32% compared with 2013-14.  

 There has also been an increase in the numbers of unique people fed at least once1, and the average 

number of vouchers issued per household has slightly increased to 1.8 – indicating that the foodbank fed 

more people, more often. 

 Changes and delays in the benefits system continue to be the key reason for referral.  

 Four in ten voucher beneficiaries were children2, whose families were referred by a range of Voucher 

Partners including schools, children’s centres and social services.  This is of particular concern in relation 

to benefit sanctions: during interviews, of the five guests who had been sanctioned, three were single 

parents; one Voucher Partner also expressed concern about the impact of benefit sanctions on children. 

 Almost every parent interviewed said that they or their partner had gone without food in the previous 

twelve months so that their children could eat. 

 As well as eating less, guests reported they were eating less well: for instance buying less fresh fruit and 

vegetables than they wanted to, due to pressures on household food budgets. Voucher Partners also 

expressed concern regarding poorer nutrition and their clients.  

 Benefit sanctions are reportedly a frequent reason for referring clients to the foodbank (with some 

suggesting that these instances are rising as rules get tighter).  It is not currently possible to confirm this 

from the voucher data: Voucher Partners were split roughly two-thirds/one-third between those 

selecting ‘benefit change’ and ‘benefit delay’ options (respectively) on the voucher. 

 There is clearly room for improvement in the way benefit sanctions are applied, in the view of Voucher 

Partners – only 7% of those with experience of clients with benefits sanctions agreed with the statement 

that they are ‘usually used fairly and proportionately’. 

 Guests’ experience of benefit sanctions would seem to indicate some grounds for this view.  Of the five 

who had experienced benefits sanction (around half of all those in receipt of benefits subject to sanction 

conditions), three had appealed and two of those appeals were upheld.  A further one of the five guests 

had no understanding of the reasons for the sanction. 

                                                           
1
 Trussell Trust online data collection system records the number of adults and children given three days’ emergency food; not 

unique users. However, looking more closely at Wandsworth Borough, 1843 unique users received emergency food at least once in 
2014-15 (an increase of 19% on the previous year). 
2
 1263 children 



 
 

5 | P a g e  
 

 From the Voucher Partners’ point of view, benefit delays appear to be getting longer: 63% of those who 

had identified benefit delay as a cause of referral (92% of the total) felt that their clients were waiting 

longer for their benefits to be processed and received.  Guests reported delays of between a few days 

and several months.    

 The reasons for benefit delay were not always fully understood by the guests. Delays sometimes 

related to new applications but more often seemed to be administrative issues with processing changes 

of circumstance, where the system is quick to respond to noting a change of circumstance, but slow to 

reinstate the adjusted benefits. 

 The practice of stopping one or all benefits while one or more are being reassessed (for instance 

following a change of circumstance) is leaving some families on little or no income, and facing hunger 

and deprivation. Three families interviewed were receiving only Child Benefit when they were referred to 

the foodbank. 

 Several guests reported difficulty in navigating the benefits system, particularly in terms of contacting 

the right person and/or progressing claims, and many said this left them feeling frustrated, afraid and 

powerless. 

 Guests are often still not being informed by Jobcentre Plus (JCP) about statutory crisis help available 

when benefits are delayed or sanctioned (ie Short Term Benefit Advance & Hardship Payment). This is 

despite Wandsworth JCP reassuring Wandsworth Foodbank on a number of occasions that they would 

provide extra training to their advisors to ensure clients know what help is available to them. 

 There was some sympathy towards JCP advisors around the difficulty of trying to operate within the 

rules, and a few guests had had positive experiences in terms of support and guidance from JCP.  The 

majority of guests, though, would have welcomed more practical support and signposting from JCP.   

 In general, guests reported positive experiences of support and signposting from other agencies, 

particularly statutory and third sector agencies for whom support and advice is their primary purpose. 

 Applications to the Discretionary Social Fund were reported to be more successful than applications to 

the JCP Hardship Payment or Short Term Benefit Advance (respectively two-thirds ‘very or fairly’ 

successful vs 5 out of 22 ‘fairly’ successful).  Partners were also fairly likely to refer people to alternative 

provision, which is not a formal part of the system (16 partners). 

 One quarter of guests interviewed were in households where at least one person was in paid work, 

with all except two receiving a variety of benefits and tax credits to supplement low-pay and insecure, 

part-time or temporary contracts. This reflects voucher data – 13% of vouchers issued last year were to 

households with at least one person in paid employment.   

 For guests interviewed, one key problem was that work is low-paid and unpredictable (zero hours 

contracts) leaving people very vulnerable to changes in circumstances (e.g. ill health or childcare), and 

hard to budget. The second key problem reported was the rising cost of living – all of wages go on rent, 

travel and utilities – and food is the part of the budget that gets squeezed. 

 Both guests and Voucher Partners were overwhelmingly positive about the service provided by 

Wandsworth Foodbank; 98% Voucher Partners and 100% of guests rated the service ‘excellent’              

or ‘good’.
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RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

It’s a privilege to support local individuals and families in crisis across Wandsworth Borough. 

However, we believe that no one in Wandsworth, or in the UK, should be going hungry in 2015. 

We therefore respectfully make the following recommendations to help tackle hunger and 

poverty, so that less people, not more, need to turn to Wandsworth Foodbank in the year ahead. 

 

1. We ask that the government commits to making sure the social security system works, fixing gaps 

that can cause hunger, and protecting the most vulnerable. We ask for improvements to benefit 

delivery; so that benefit delays are reduced, and so that the system is as quick to reinstate adjusted 

benefits as it is to respond to noting a change of circumstance. 

 

2. We ask Wandsworth JCP advisors and managers to ensure that sanctions (financial penalties) are 

only ever used fairly, proportionately and as a very last resort; and that the highest care is taken to 

avoid sanctioning social security payments where clients have children (especially lone parents), are 

experiencing poor mental health or have a learning disability. 

 

3. As last year, we ask that as a matter of policy Wandsworth JCP advisors proactively tell every client 

who is experiencing benefit delay, benefit change or benefit sanction about the statutory crisis 

provisions available, and that they support people to successfully access these. These provisions 

include Short-Term Benefit Advance, Hardship Payment and how to appeal a sanction. 

 

4. We ask that Wandsworth Council (including its sub-contractors) and businesses throughout the 

borough work towards paying their employees a minimum of the London Living Wage, to help 

ensure that work really does pay for people in our community; and that Wandsworth Council 

considers offering firms a discount on their business rates if they pay employees the Living Wage. 

 

5. We ask that Wandsworth Borough Council continues to work hard to ensure all residents have good 

access to its Discretionary Social Fund in times of crisis, and to ensure DSF criteria is as inclusive as 

possible so that the local safety net is strengthened. 

 

6. Guests and Voucher Partners value the supportive and non-judgemental environment of the 

foodbank, and regard it as a rare experience. We therefore ask all partners in the social security 

system, as well as people across Wandsworth, to work together to promote a fairer and more 

constructive narrative around poverty; rejecting that of the ‘undeserving poor’ which fails to 

understand the reality of poverty and inequality and can make the experience of poverty even 

harder for our neighbours who are struggling. 
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ABOUT WANDSWORTH FOODBANK RESEARCH PROJECT  

 

People are referred to Wandsworth Foodbank for a variety of reasons and our voucher statistics 

only show the primary reason for referral (as recorded by frontline care professionals). By using 

findings from in-depth guest interviews plus responses from our Voucher Partners (referrers), 

alongside our voucher statistics, we can build up a fuller picture of people’s experiences of food 

poverty in Wandsworth in 2014-2015. 

 

DATA 

Trussell Trust foodbanks collect data on an online database from the vouchers that are issued and fulfilled. 

The vouchers record name, address, age group, ethnicity, organisation making the referral, number of adults 

and number of dependent children. Vouchers issued to Voucher Partners (referral agency) since April 2014 

also record whether or not the household has someone in paid employment. 

Reasons for referral are also recorded. One of the following categories is selected by the Voucher Partner as 

the main cause of crisis leading to food poverty: 

 benefit changes 

 benefit delays 

 homeless 

 sickness  

 debt 

 domestic violence 

 low income 

 child holiday meals 

 delayed wages 

 unemployment 

 refused STBA 

 other

We analysed the data available, from April 2014 to March 2015, comparing it to data from 2013-14.  

 

METHODOLOGY  

An online questionnaire was designed and sent out to all Voucher Partners.  Areas of investigation included 

how partner organisations identify people in need of a voucher, how many people they had referred during 

the year, reasons why they referred people, changes in referral patterns had notices, benefit sanctions, as 

well as their thoughts on the service provided by Wandsworth Foodbank. An online questionnaire was sent 

to key contacts in 180 Voucher Partner organisations. They were given two weeks to complete the 

questionnaire, and then a further week following a reminder. We received 53 completed questionnaires 

within the timeframe. 

A second questionnaire was designed to be used with guests to the foodbank in a three-week period in 

February-March 2015. This questionnaire was conducted on a one-to-one basis with a member of the 

research team. Once guests had arrived and been seen by a foodbank volunteer, they were approached and 

asked if they would answer a few questions about their experience of the foodbank. All interviews were 

anonymous. Everyone who was approached agreed to be interviewed; 24 interviews were completed.



FINDINGS 
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1. THE NUMBERS 

 

During 2014-15 Wandsworth Foodbank distributed enough emergency food to feed 3250 people 

for three days. Four in ten were children3. This represents a volume increase of 32% compared 

with 2013-14.  

There has also been an increase in the numbers of unique people fed at least once4, and the average number 

of vouchers issued per household has slightly increased to 1.8. The number of households fed has risen from 

645 in 2013-14 to 827 in 2014-15, representing an increase of 28%.  

 

Thirty-nine households had more than 5 vouchers in 2014-15, compared to 19 households in the previous 

year. The majority of these households were families with young children, or guests in poor physical or 

mental health. 

In line with this data, Voucher Partners reported referring in larger numbers this year. Fifteen percent of 

partners (eight organisations) had referred more than 50 people to the foodbank in the last year compared 

with only one partner last year. Half (51%) of Voucher Partners estimated that they had referred ten people 

or fewer to the foodbank in the past year, compared with 71% last year. This is likely to reflect greater 

familiarity with the foodbank, the fact that more organisations have been partners for a full year, and 

possibly a greater propensity of high volume referrers to reply to the questionnaire.   

 

                                                           
3
 1263 children 

4
 Trussell Trust online data collection system records the number of adults and children given three days’ emergency food; not 

unique users. However, looking more closely at Wandsworth Borough, 1843 unique users received emergency food at least once in 
2014-15 (an increase of 19% on the previous year). 
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REFERRAL REASONS 

Benefit delays, benefit change and low income remain the most common reasons people were referred to 

the foodbank. This is consistent with the 2013-14 analysis, although shows small changes that reflect both 

Voucher Partner and guest interview findings: 

 Benefit delay: While benefit change as a referral reason has reduced by 2% (to 17%)5, benefit delay 

has increased by 1% to 24% to account for almost one in four people fed – consistent with the 

reported increase in length of delay reported by Voucher Partners. As there is no ‘benefit sanction’ 

box on the voucher, it is not possible to ascertain from the voucher data how commonly benefits 

sanctions are a trigger for referral (see p19 for more on benefit sanctions). 

 

 Sickness: The number of people referred due to sickness has almost doubled (to 4% of referrals), 

perhaps reflecting the reported difficulties around a secure safety net for people who are 

experiencing poor mental or physical health. Of the people referred by mental health providers, one 

in three were referred because of benefit delays (above average). 

 

 Low income: While unemployment as a referral reason has reduced a welcome 2%, to 4%, low 

income as a referral reason remains at 21%, which may reflect Voucher Partner and guest comments 

that income from low-paid jobs and benefits (or a combination of both) are not providing sufficient 

income to meet housing, utility and food costs. 

 

 Homelessness: While homelessness as a referral reason remained at 4% (as last year), two groups 

were more than twice as likely to be referred for this reason: 16-24 year olds (10% of whom were 

referred because of homelessness), and guests referred by mental health services within the 

borough (8%).  

                                                           
5
 This could be explained by the main wave of welfare reform having been implemented in 2013-2014. 
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The remaining 26% of people fed were referred due to: debt (8%); delayed wages (1%); domestic violence 

(4%); child holiday meals (0.5%); refused Short Term Benefit Advance (0.5%) and other (12%6). These are very 

similar levels to last year. 

The majority of people helped by Wandsworth Foodbank are aged between 25-64 years, and this was the 

case last year. During 2014-15, the number of vouchers issued to people aged 65 years and over more than 

doubled, from 25 to 68. The biggest single referral reason, accounting for one-third of people aged over-65 

fed, was delays in payment of benefits (34%). The second was sickness (14%) – more than three times higher 

than the average rate of referral for this crisis type. 

The largest ethnic group accessing the foodbank was the total White population, closely followed by the total 

Black population. This echoes the 2013-14 findings. During 2014-15 the number of vouchers issued to Asian 

people increased from 5% to 7% of all vouchers issued, representing 159 people fed in 2013-14 to 258 

people fed in 2014-15. This was the largest increase by ethnicity. 

 

 HOUSEHOLD TYPE 

More than half (52%) of people receiving emergency food in 2014-15 were single people – a 5% increase on 

the year before. The next largest group were families with children (36%), of whom more than half were 

single parent families – reflecting the fact that children in single parent families are nearly twice as likely as 

children in couple families to live in relative poverty7.  

 

 

                                                           
6
 It is not entirely clear what crises Voucher Partners use the ‘other’ tick box to refer to; however, anecdotally, it would seem to 

include issues around immigration status, people who have no recourse to public funds and, sometimes, benefit sanctions.  
7
 Households below average income (HBAI): 1994/95 to 2012/13, Table 4.14ts. Department for Work and Pensions, 2014 
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PAID EMPLOYMENT 

During 2014-15 the Trussell Trust added a question to the vouchers which means that we are now able to 

record whether voucher recipients are in a household where someone is in paid employment. In 2014-15, a 

recorded 13% of people receiving vouchers were in paid employment. This echoes what foodbank guests 

reported in the qualitative interviews, that low wages were not stretching enough to accommodate the 

increasing demands placed on them.  

 

INEQUALITY  

While Wandsworth is perceived to be one of the richer London boroughs, there are pockets of real 

deprivation, particularly at the edges of the borough. This is reflected in life expectancy inequalities, where 

men in the least deprived areas can expect to live nearly nine years longer than men in the most deprived 

areas (7 years longer for women). Inequalities are also reflected in the foodbank data for 2014-15. 

The three wards with the highest number of residents receiving a foodbank voucher in 2014-15 were: 

 Latchmere (11% of people fed)  

 Queenstown (9% of people fed) 

 Roehampton & Putney Heath (8% of people fed) 

Residents living in these wards all experience higher than national average levels of child poverty (35%; 29%; 

31% respectively)8. They also experience higher levels than the London and Wandsworth average (and 

sometimes higher than the national average) for the following indicators9: 

 Overcrowding housing 

 Social rented council accommodation 

 Total proportion of residents who are economically inactive 

People in these wards were also less likely than average to self-report ‘very good health’ (compared to 

Wandsworth and London average).  

The three wards with the lowest number of residents receiving a foodbank voucher for the same time period 

were:  

 Northcote  

 Balham  

 East Putney 

These wards have child poverty levels well below the national average (below 5% for Northcote and Balham; 

9% for East Putney).  

 

                                                           
8
 End Child Poverty Commission, February 2013. It is worth emphasising that these estimates of child poverty are before housing 

costs, which make a considerable difference to the levels of poverty in London. 
9
 Census 2011 Ward Profiles 
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They also show higher than the Wandsworth and London average for the following indicators: 

• Total White population 

• Self-reported ‘very good health’ 

• Proportion of residents who own their home outright 

• Proportion of residents who own their home through mortgage or loan 

• Proportion of residents living in private rented, landlord accommodation 

• Proportion of residents whose main language in the home is English. 

• Proportion of population who are economically active. 

 

The need for the foodbank is clearly higher in wards experiencing higher levels of deprivation, as reflected in 

the map below, which shows location of households issued with foodbank vouchers against areas of highest 

deprivation (red) and lowest (blue). 

 

 

MAP OF HOUSEHOLDS REFERRED IN CRISIS TO WANDSWORTH FOODBANK IN 2014-15  
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2. DRIVERS OF HUNGER AND POVERTY 

 

Many people who need emergency food are in crisis because they have suffered a number of life 

shocks and have exhausted their usual coping mechanisms. In addition, the rising cost of living, 

low paid work and underemployment have left many foodbank guests unable to build up 

financial resilience: there is simply no, or very little, money left each week after the costs of rent, 

utilities, travel and food are met.  

However, problems with benefits – delays, changes and sanctions – remain the single most common driver of 

people being referred in crisis to Wandsworth Foodbank in the last year, as was the case in 2013-14 

(accounting for 41% of people fed).10 

 

DRIVERS OF FOOD POVERTY – VOUCHER PARTNERS  

Two-fifths (42%) of Voucher Partners who completed the online survey described a general situation of 

hardship or crisis being a reason for referral.  Beyond this, the most common specific reasons given involved 

benefits: some form of benefit change or delay was mentioned by a third (32%), benefits sanction by 15%, 

and some other cessation of benefits by one in ten (11%). Debt was mentioned by a fifth (19%) of Voucher 

Partners. No income or low income were also cited by one in ten (11%, 9% respectively)11. 

A few Voucher Partners gave more detailed responses to this question, raising issues which resonate with 

the responses given by guests. Homelessness was mentioned by five organisations (some Voucher Partners 

work mainly with the homeless, but it was not mentioned exclusively by these). Some said that they take into 

account a client’s lack of a support network, or the fact that they have a family to feed, or ill health. The need 

to meet unexpected costs, or other bills (rent, travel) having to be prioritised over food, were also identified 

as factors leading to a crisis triggering referral. 

Comparison with last year’s responses shows more partners this year spontaneously framing the response in 

terms of benefit change or delay as a factor (32% vs 16% last year), or and benefit sanction (15% vs 10%).   

The more detailed responses reflected the care that Voucher Partners take to assess other sources of 

support available and to ensure that supportive action is taken to address the wider crisis. 

“I firstly check to see if there is any other source of assistance available, and then when satisfied that the 

need will be short term whilst I get something else in place, I distribute a voucher.” (R17) 

“My main criteria is that there should be some form of crisis, whether that be issues with benefits, 

budgeting problems or health issues. I would not decline to issue a voucher unless the client has other 

resources available and even in those circumstances it may still be appropriate to issue a voucher.” (R39) 

                                                           
10

 The reasons for referral described by Voucher Partners and in the guest interviews reflect the profile of referral reasons from the 

Trussell Trust voucher data. 
11

 Please see Appendix 1a for full list of responses, p42 
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“Issues with benefit delays, debt, shortfall in rent and other financial difficulties are typically identified 

and support packages are offered to ease difficulties. Foodbank vouchers are often offered at this point 

along with debt support, liaison with JCP, Social Services or discretionary payment application.” (R23) 

 

PERCEIVED CHANGE IN FOODBANK USAGE YEAR-ON-YEAR – VOUCHER PARTNERS 

Two-fifths of Voucher Partners felt that during the previous year they had seen a change in the pattern of 

referral to Wandsworth Foodbank. 

Nine of the respondents interpreted the question in terms of the positive impact of the foodbank on clients. 

“There is always an incredible sense of gratitude from our clients, and this lifts their spirits. They receive a 

warm welcome as well as bags of food. The opportunity for tea/coffee/cake/biscuits, along with someone 

else to talk to, without being judged.” (R35) 

The remaining 12 respondents reported a variety of changes in the pattern of people being referred.  These 

included more people being referred because of increased benefits sanctions resulting from tighter benefits 

rules (two respondents).  A further two reported referring more people in financial difficulty resulting from 

benefit changes.   

“Increasingly benefit sanctions made without prior warning from JCP. Therefore a claimant is due benefit 

and it doesn't happen. The "mandatory reconsideration" rules mean claimants are cut off from a failed 

ESA medical without money until it is decided and an appeal accepted – that can take weeks even 

months. It is designed to starve people onto JSA. I believe that there remains pressure (as opposed to 

explicit targets) to remove people from benefit roles. As claimants have got smarter at gathering medical 

evidence for ESA assessments, JSA claimants are being loaded with unrealistic demands so they can be 

sanctioned more easily.” (R16) 

Two respondents reported seeing more food poverty among people who are in work (a trend possibly 

reflected in the greater number of working guests interviewed in this study compared with last year). 

“Increasingly I am seeing clients who have been in stable long-term employment, with disposable income 

and well able to manage but who are now out of work and have no resources to fall back on. The 

recession is continuing, people are being made redundant and the benefit system is no longer the safety 

net that it once was. It's hard to get benefits and easy to unwittingly fall foul of the rules.” (R38) 

One respondent each identified the following factors: a more diverse group of people affected (due to the 

costs of living), more people affected by unemployment, a greater reliance on the safety net, and a pattern 

of referring more to a different local foodbank which had opened in the past year. The responses to this 

question raised similar issues compared with last year. 
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BENEFITS – OVERVIEW 

The voucher data shows that 41% of people who received food from Wandsworth Foodbank in 2014-15 

were referred because of benefit delays, changes or sanctions (equating to 1328 people fed). 

Of the guests interviewed, four-fifths (20 of 24) were receiving benefits at the time of their visit. One quarter 

of these were in households where at least one person was in paid work, with benefits being received to 

supplement low-pay and/or insecure, part-time or temporary contracts. 

The most common benefits received were housing benefit (13 people), ESA (seven people), Child Tax Credit 

(five people), Council Tax Support (five people) and Working Tax Credit (three people). Just under half of 

those receiving housing benefit were in working households.  

Two guests were receiving Income Support (in addition to Child Tax Credit and Child Benefit, and for one, 

DLA for her disabled son) and one guest was receiving PIP, although this was delayed for reasons that were 

unknown to the guest or JCP advisor. One guest was receiving JSA, and two were in the process of applying 

for JSA (one re-applying after a year-long sanction).  

Five guests received Child Benefit in addition to other benefits; three, all mothers with young children, were 

only receiving Child Benefit at the time of interview because all other benefits had stopped pending 

assessment.  

Four guests were not in receipt of any benefits. Of these, two were in full-time but low-paid work. The 

remaining two had no income whatsoever; both were homeless and in poor mental health and both were 

struggling to navigate the benefits system. For one the situation was very serious: he had tried to commit 

suicide twice, once the week before his visit to the foodbank. 

Two guests had been affected by the removal of the Spare Room Subsidy (‘bedroom tax’), and while both 

had applied to Wandsworth Borough Council for Discretionary Housing Payment, neither had received it at 

the time of interview. 

“Since my oldest son moved out and my youngest son just turned 18, I’m being asked to pay £30 a week 

out of £72 ESA.” (G.20) 

“It's a lot out of your income, especially when there aren't any alternative, smaller properties to move to.” 

(G.21) 

For another guest, a father of five, the introduction of the benefit cap had tipped the family into crisis. 

Prioritising essentials for his children meant falling into rent arrears and facing eviction, a situation 

exacerbated by the cumulative impact of benefit sanction (later overturned on appeal) and delay in the same 

twelve months: 

"Being hit by the benefit cap was a major strain: we were suddenly short £200 a week, which was a major 

change. We fell into debt because I couldn't manage to take care of the kids and pay the bills. It's been a 

major struggle for the last couple of years." (G.16) 
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BENEFIT DELAY  

Benefit delay was the trigger of crisis for almost one in four people (24%) receiving food in 2014-15, 

according to the voucher data – an increase of 1% on the previous year. 

Just over a third (36%) of Voucher Partners surveyed said that benefit delay was ‘often’ a reason for referral, 

and a further 42% reported that it was ‘sometimes’ a cause of the crisis triggering referral.   

 

Worryingly, the perception of Voucher Partners tends towards the view that the length of delay experienced 

by their clients is increasing – 63% of those who had referred someone because of benefit delay at some 

point in the last year said that the length of delay had increased, and that people are waiting longer for 

benefits to be processed and received.  16% felt that the length of delay had stayed the same. 

 

Of the guests interviewed, two-thirds (14) of those receiving benefits cited benefit issues as the main trigger 

of their current crisis. Of these, nine guests’ benefits were delayed at the time of their visit, leaving them 

with reduced or no income, and unable to buy sufficient food that week.  

 

Three guests’ benefits were delayed after notifying JCP of a change of circumstance (a change of address or a 

partner moving in or out); three while applying for new benefits (JSA, housing benefit and Council Tax 

Support, IS); two for reasons unknown to themselves or to JCP (ESA, PIP); and one whose Child Benefit and 

Child Tax Credit had stopped four months earlier when the oldest of her three children turned 18, and had 

still not been reinstated. 

"I've had small delays in the past if I've been late in faxing my sick note, but only about a week. But this 

time it's been about a month." (G.8) 

For three families, delays in payment of every benefit except Child Benefit had led to severe food crisis: 

“Who can survive on £20 a week for 3 people? We don't have money for buses, so we walked to Asda last 

night to see if there was any reduced food – two hours there and back. But we got bread for 20p.” (G.3) 

"Me and the kids had our last meal of pasta last night. We've got literally nothing left in the house." 

(G.21) 

One guest had stopped work to support her disabled son “during a difficult period”, but the shortfall in 

income between stopping work and starting to receive Income Support had left her without enough money 

for food and in increased debt. 

Looking back through the previous twelve months, nearly two-thirds of guests receiving benefits had 

experienced one or more delays in payment, with delays lasting from a few days to three or more months. 

Most seemed to relate to administrative problems within the benefits system. Two received a lower 

payment than they were entitled to; one had a 12-week wait for a Tax Credit claim to be paid; for one,       

the knock-on effect of sanctions caused a problem with his Housing Benefit; and another appeared to be 

plain error. 
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“At Christmas they cancelled my claim because I had apparently left the country and gone to work 

abroad. It took five weeks to sort it out and get any money. I didn't get any explanation, you never do. 

They just said it was an admin error.” (G.22) 

Two-thirds of guests who experienced delay were parents; of whom the majority were single parents, and so 

may be especially vulnerable to sudden or prolonged loss of income. 

 “The money just wasn't in my account. I phoned JCP and they said they weren't responsible; I phoned PIP 

who said to go back to JCP, who said get a medical certificate from my GP. You keep phoning with money 

you don't have and credit you don't have. I went in crying at the JCP and they said until I get my benefits 

the foodbank would tide me over.” (G.1) 

Several guests reported feeling frustrated or powerless at how difficult it had been to resolve their benefit 

delays; how much time it took to do so, the cost in phone calls when money was so tight, and the challenge 

of finding the right team to talk to. 

“I'm just waiting and waiting and calling and calling – ten times in seven days.” (G.3) 

“JCP told me they are not in charge of that and told me to phone the tax credits office but I can't get 

through on the phone. And they don't let you use the phone at JCP anymore.” (G.20) 

“You keep being referred to a different place; everyone keeps telling you someone else will help.” (G.25) 

"I've been banging my head against a brick wall." (G.8) 

 

BENEFIT CHANGE  

The voucher data shows benefit change was the reason for referral for 17% of people fed in 2014-15 

(accounting for 550 people). This is a 2% reduction on the year before, which most likely reflects the timing 

of the first wave of welfare reform which took place in 2013-14.  

For three guests interviewed, even without a delay, changes to benefits had led to a significant drop in 

income. One guest’s income (a single father of five) had dropped by £200 a week after the introduction of 

the benefit cap12, leaving the family in rent arrears and on the brink of eviction. For another, an ex-

serviceman recently diagnosed with PTSD, deductions from ESA for rent arrears and court fines left him £16 a 

week for food and utilities. A third attributed her situation to the removal of the spare-room subsidy13. 

For two guests, both homeless and in poor mental health, a lack of clarity about which benefits they qualified 

for had left them with no income at all. One guest had just tried to apply for JSA but “the Jobcentre refused 

me JSA as they said I needed to apply for ESA”.  

                                                           
12

 Since the introduction of the overall benefit cap in April 2013, around 46,000 workless households across Great Britain have seen 
their benefit cut as a result. Just over 21,000 (or 46%) were in London. 60% of families affected in London have been cut by at least 
£200 per week, in the rest of England it is only 5%. Source: http://www.londonspovertyprofile.org.uk/blog/the-overall-benefit-cap-
has-hi/ 
13

 At £24 per week, Wandsworth has the highest average amount of housing benefit lost due to the removal of the spare-room 
subsidy in Britain. Source: http://www.londonspovertyprofile.org.uk/blog/why-has-the-impact-of-the-bedr/ 
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The other had been receiving ESA for a year until he was found fit to work, despite serious mental health 

problems, and was told to apply for JSA. However, when he did, he was told he was ineligible for JSA as he 

didn’t have a current CV with him and therefore “couldn’t be looking for work”.  

 

BENEFIT SANCTION 

As there is no ‘benefit sanction’ box on the voucher, it is not possible to ascertain from the voucher data 

how commonly benefits sanctions are a trigger for referral. However, 85% of Voucher Partners said that 

benefits sanction was ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ a reason for referring a client to Wandsworth Foodbank (very 

similar to last year – 82%)14.   

 

Of the Voucher Partners who reported some experience of benefit sanctions (87% of those who replied to 

the survey), only three (7%) agreed with the statement that they are ‘usually used fairly and 

proportionately’. Over half (56%) thought that they are ‘sometimes’ used fairly and proportionately, and 37% 

felt that they are ‘rarely’ used in that way. 

 

 

 

Eighteen Voucher Partners made further comments about benefit sanctions. Six commented broadly that 

sanctions are unfair or unjust. Some attributed sanctions to poor communication in the system.  Others, 

though, felt that the JCP are as fair as they can be within the rules. 

“Benefit sanctions often seem to result due to a lack of communication between different parts of JCP, 

such as a change of address notification not being recorded on all systems and appointment letters being 

sent to historic address. Rectification of the payment often takes a significant period of time, despite the 

issue being identified quickly.” (R22) 

                                                           
14 Of the Voucher Partners who had referred clients as a result of benefit sanction, most (60%) ticked the ‘benefit change’ box but a 

notable proportion (31%) ticked the ‘benefit delay’ box.  A handful chose either the ‘low income’ or ‘other’ options. 
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“I've chosen the 'sometimes fair & proportionate' option but that does presuppose that any form of 

sanction is fair, and I'm not sure that I do. I do think that the staff at our local JCPs do try to be as fair as 

possible within the rules they have to work to.” (R38) 

The remainder cited examples of the impact of sanctions: 

“They are having the effect of making children go hungry if the claimant has a family. I have never seen a 

good reason for the sanction. They may have turned up late to an appointment or failed to look for 

exactly the right amount of jobs. But the sanction is way too harsh for small misdemeanours such as that 

and its effects are long lasting and wide reaching.” (R50) 

At the time of interview, three guests’ benefits were sanctioned; meaning that they were without income for 

between four weeks and one year.  

One had been “sanctioned quite a few times”, most recently for missing a JCP appointment when he was ill. 

Another, who was coming to the end of a year-long sanction, wasn’t able to explain why it had happened, 

but his poor mental health would seem to have been a contributing factor. The third said his JSA had been 

sanctioned for “failing to look for work” the week before he started a new job: 

“While I was [at JCP] I signed off because I started work on Monday. Advisor says that's fine. Friday comes 

and there's no money in my account. They said I hadn't done enough to find work so all my money had 

been stopped. I needed that money for transport to get me to the job, so I had to sacrifice the job.” (G.22) 

In total, five guests interviewed had experienced benefit sanctions in the past twelve months – equating to 

half of all guests who were receiving benefits with sanctions conditionality. Sanctions ranged in length from 

four weeks to twelve months. 

Of the five, three were single parents, and so the impact of sanctions affected not just them but their 

children too, leading to increased debt, rent arrears, threatened eviction and being unable to provide 

sufficient food, heating and clothing for the family.  

One father’s Income Support was sanctioned for four weeks, and later overturned on appeal with the help of 

a council team: 

"Every six months I have to go for a work-focussed interview, but last year I didn't receive a letter about 

an appointment: they had my contact details wrong on the system. I only found out [about the sanction] 

when I tried to get money out at the cashpoint and there was nothing there." (G.16) 

A mother’s ESA was sanctioned when she expressed unease about being interviewed by two JCP advisors 

rather than the usual one. This sanction was also overturned on appeal: 

“The advisor said to me 'If you don't accept seeing both of us, I'm going to mark you as absent,' so I said 

'But I'm right here in front of you!'. But they just marked me down as absent anyway, so I was sanctioned 

for 4 weeks.” (G.20) 

Three of the five guests had appealed their sanction; two were overturned and repaid, and one was not. 
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“I tried to appeal, I wrote a letter but was told the decision still stood. They said I hadn't filled out the 

paperwork right and that's why I was sanctioned. I'm not great with paperwork but I thought the advisor 

would have helped me with that.” (G.22) 

 

SHORT TERM BENEFIT ADVANCE AND HARDSHIP PAYMENT 

Guests who had experienced benefit delay or sanction (or both) were asked whether they had been told 

about Short Term Benefit Advance or Hardship Payment. Worryingly, the findings show little improvement 

on the year before, with the majority of guests still not being aware of these statutory provisions available 

– despite assurances from Wandsworth JCP that their advisors would receive extra training to improve 

STBA and HP awareness. 

Although eight guests were experiencing benefit delay at the time of their visit15, none recalled being told 

about Short Term Benefit Advance by the JCP, although one was told about it in a phone call with an Income 

Support advisor (and also told she was not eligible). Another thought he may have received some sort of 

payment but he wasn’t sure what it was.  

“I didn’t know they existed.” (G.4) 

“They should have said, you know we can help, because their job is to advise.” (G.3) 

One guest was referred in crisis to the foodbank by the JCP, with benefit delay cited as the referral reason, 

and even then was not told about STBA: 

“They said that until I get my benefits the foodbank would tide me over.” (G.1) 

Of the five guests who had experienced sanction, only one had received a one-off Hardship Payment of £41 

(which he only discovered he was entitled to when Citizens Advice told him about it). The remaining four had 

not; two said they had asked for help at the JCP and been refused, and one was given a phone number to call 

(it was not clear whether he had followed this through).  

“I told them but they said they couldn’t help.”(G.9) 

“The manager said I was not entitled to Hardship but didn’t tell me why.” (G.20) 

The fourth appeared to have fallen into the gap between DWP provision and local council crisis help16: 

“I applied for something like that at the council. I was told I wasn't eligible because I had signed off – they 

couldn't pay anything because I wasn't getting the benefit – but that was the whole reason I needed it.” 

(G.22) 

Over a third of Voucher Partners (36%) had referred clients to JCP for a Hardship Payment, and a quarter had 

referred clients to JCP for a Short Term Benefit Advance (similar numbers to last year).  These appeared to 

have been less successful than applications for DSF (p31).  Of the 22 partners who had referred clients to one 

                                                           
15

 Including guests who appeared to meet the criteria for STBA. 
16

 Wandsworth Council DSF criteria includes the need to be “in receipt of qualifying benefits”. 
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of these forms of support, nine said that the applications had been ‘not very successful’ and one ‘not at all 

successful’.  Only five reported that they had been ‘fairly successful’, and seven did not know the outcome.   

 

LOW INCOME  

While unemployment as a referral reason has reduced a welcome 2% (to 4%), low income as a referral 

reason remains at 21%. This may reflect Voucher Partner and guest responses that income from low-paid 

jobs and benefits (or a combination of both) are not providing sufficient income to meet housing, utility 

and food costs. 

Just over a quarter (7) of guests interviewed were in households where at least one person was in work, with 

the majority receiving additional support such as housing benefit, Council Tax Support, Child Tax Credit and 

Working Tax Credit to supplement their low income. Only two were not in receipt of any benefits. 

This is in contrast to last year’s report17 where none of the guests interviewed were in working households.  

It resonates with research from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation showing that around half of the UK’s         

13 million people in poverty are in a household where someone works18, and with Voucher Partners (p15). 

Each guest was however unable to buy enough food that week, citing the impact of illness, the rising cost of 

living (including high rents), underemployment, low pay and unpredictable hours as causal or contributory 

factors.  

Two guests said they wanted to work more hours but these simply were not available. For one, the 

“unpredictable” hours of her low-paid zero-hours care assistant contract had led to rent arrears, debt and no 

money for food. Another, a teaching assistant who was only paid during term-time, said that even with 

sessional work in the school holidays she couldn’t meet the costs of living: 

“I work as a care assistant but I’m on a zero-hours contract and the hours are unpredictable.” (G.14) 

“The rent goes up every April, up and up and up. I've always worked, but the money's just not enough. I 

get paid today and all my money goes on gas and electric, rent and a travel card for work. The food has 

helped so much as now I don't have to worry about what I'm going to eat.” (G.17) 

For two guests, illness had led to a sudden loss in earned income leading to food crisis. One guest’s partner 

lost his job as a delivery driver after taking time off to care for their child while the guest was in hospital; he 

had only just found new employment. Another, a full-time chef, had only received five days’ sick pay 

although she had been in hospital for two weeks: 

“I still had to pay rent and bills. Even though I’m now back at work, the interruption in my pay meant I 

couldn’t afford food.” (G.23) 

For another guest, a single parent, a simultaneous drop in income from both work and benefits had left the 

family in crisis. Changes to her rota meant she could only work half her usual hours as the new hours didn’t 

                                                           
17

 Experiences of Food Poverty in the London Borough of Wandsworth 2013-2014 
18

 Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion 2014, published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) and written by the 
New Policy Institute (NPI) 
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match her existing free childcare arrangements; at the same time Child Benefit and Child Tax Credit 

payments stopped, pending assessment, when her eldest turned 18: 

“They just stopped everything. I had run out of money completely. My neighbour gave me some milk and 

bread and butter for the kids last week.” (G.12) 

Because the guest’s income was usually just above the threshold for Free School Meals, her youngest two 

children were not eligible for them:  

"I just have to send them with a piece of bread and butter for their lunch." (G.12) 

 

UNEMPLOYMENT 

Voucher data shows unemployment was the crisis referral reason for 2% of people fed in 2014-15. 

Of the guests not currently in work or in a working household, one-third were able to work. The majority said 

they were actively looking for work, and one had a job starting a week later. One guest who had been passed 

fit to work at an ESA assessment, did not regard himself as able to work due to his poor mental health and 

the fact that he was homeless.  

Several guests expressed concern about their chances of getting work, or finding good-quality support in 

their job search. 

“I’m struggling to find work even though I’m a graduate.” (G.20) 

“They [JCP] just asked to see my CV but didn't offer to help.” (G.3) 

One however was positive about the support she had received at Putney Job Club, based at The Yard (which 

also hosts a foodbank centre). 

“They helped me write my CV. Everyone is brilliant, they are helping me come up with a great 

masterplan.” (G.3) 

Of the two-thirds unable to work, mental and physical health issues were the primary reason given (including 

depression, PTSD, neurological problems, knee injury and recovery from alcohol dependency). Two were 

primary carers for young children, and one for an older disabled child.  

 

DEBT  

Voucher data showed that debt was a reason for referral for 8% of people fed in 2014-15, the same as the 

previous year. 

Debt was a problem for two-thirds of guests interviewed, the majority relating to priority bills such as rent 

and utilities. Several guests cited benefit problems as the trigger for them falling into debt.  Others said they 

had sometimes prioritised debt repayments over buying food. For one, the debt repayment on a bank loan 

was half his monthly ESA income. 
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“When I finished uni I got into council tax and rent arrears. My mum’s dead and my dad’s not around so I 

haven’t got any security to fall back on.” (G.17) 

“I have an IVA and debt plan but bills are beginning to mount again; the repayments are very high.” (G.4) 

 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Domestic violence was the trigger for 4% of referrals according to voucher data, the same as the     

previous year.  

Three guests interviewed cited domestic violence as one of the key triggers of crisis. For two, the resulting 

change of circumstance had delayed benefit payment, leaving them without enough money for food. The 

third was homeless and sleeping rough, having been “thrown out” by his father: “He knocks me about.” He 

was neither in work or claiming benefits and had no income at all:  

“There have been times when I've gone three, four, five days without food." (G.6) 

“I managed to make sure my child had enough food. I went without.”(G.10) 

 

IMMIGRATION RESTRICTIONS 

Vouchers do not have a box for immigration issues; anecdotally we understand that referrers most usually 

tick ‘other’ in these instances. 

For four guests interviewed, immigration restrictions were part of the cause of crisis: they or their partners 

were either not entitled to work, or to benefits, and as a result they were receiving very little – or no – 

money.  

“I need food. Every week I need food. I'm waiting for the Home Office to get back to me on my application 

for ID.” (G.24) 

Two mothers, one a British citizen and one who had been trafficked to the UK as a teenager, felt they were 

between a rock and a hard place: their benefits had been stopped while being reassessed due to their 

husbands’ immigration status, and their husbands, who wanted to work, were not eligible to do so. 

“My husband takes any work he can get. He finds jobs but his paperwork is not in order so he is sent 

home.” (G.18) 

“JCP said find a private rented place, find the deposit and apply for Housing Benefit – but not once did 

they mention I would have to apply again for Income Support as a joint claim with my husband, who they 

knew had no recourse to public funds.” (G.3) 
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3. IMPACTS OF HUNGER AND POVERTY 

 

Food poverty severely impacts the lives of those who experience it: it is very strongly associated 

by both guests and Voucher Partners with causing stress, anxiety and depression, as well as a 

negative impact on physical health. 

 

Voucher Partners were asked to select as many as applied from a list of potential impacts. As with guest 

responses (see p26), mental health impacts predominated: an overwhelming majority of partners (91%) felt 

that they had seen their clients experience increased stress and anxiety in the previous year, and nearly 

three-quarters (72%) identified depression as a common consequence of food poverty19. At the extreme end, 

13% felt that their clients had experienced suicidal tendencies as a result. Two-thirds identified a negative 

impact on physical health. 

 

Just over a third of Voucher Partners (36%) believed that food poverty had led to their clients accessing high-

cost credit (payday loans or pawnbrokers). A fifth (19%) said that their clients had skipped meals so that their 

children could eat. 

 

 

Over half of Voucher Partners (55%) said that fuel poverty was ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ an issue for clients 

referred to the foodbank.  A quarter, however, said that it was ‘never’ an issue for their clients. 

 

For more than half of guests, this was their first visit to the foodbank, however nearly all said it was not the 

first time they had not had enough food in the last year; showing that for many food poverty was persistent.   

“It's more or less every week, especially during colder times because I have to choose between food and 

being warm.” (G.19) 

                                                           
19

 This strongly reflects the findings in the report by Psychologists Against Austerity: Psychological Impact of Austerity: A 
Briefing Paper, 2015 
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“Yes, constantly since November last year.” (G.25) 

“I'll not eat properly. I've been rationing myself, eating just porridge.” (G.22) 

Ten of the eleven guests who were parents reported that they had gone without food so that their children 

could eat. 

"All the time. I make sure the kids have enough food, so sometimes I'll go for a couple of days without.” 

(G.21) 

“My husband always does it, he goes without food for our daughter.” (G.3) 

In addition, many guests said that how they shopped and what they ate had changed; they knew how to, and 

wanted to, eat healthily but what little money was available for food made this very difficult. 

“We're not buying anything at all unless it's reduced.” (G.4) 

“I can cook but I can't afford to do fresh. Once a month I might buy a chicken and fresh veg and do             

a roast.” (G.2) 

"I only buy potatoes and pasta and I mix in anything else I've got. I don't bother with luxuries like meat – 

£10 would just go nowhere.” (G.15) 

“If you go shopping for milk and you go to [a supermarket], you can end up spending £20 on food. So I 

just don't go there." (G.12) 

Nearly two-thirds of guests reported fuel poverty as well as food poverty; that there had been times since 

October when they had been unable to heat their home or cook because they hadn’t had enough money for 

gas or electricity. Ten were families with children; one guest said that she and her son kept warm in the 

house by carrying hot water bottles given to them by the foodbank. 

“Since we moved into this place, we've been freezing. We don't put the heating on and we turn off all the 

lights.” (G.3) 

"We just put one heater on and one light on at a time, and we all stay in the same room." (G.12) 

“Me and the kids just wear more and more clothes to try to keep warm.” (G.21) 

 

IMPACT ON MENTAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 

Guests were asked how they felt about their situation, and responses were consistent with the fact that the 

foodbank helps people in crisis.  

However responses also demonstrated the strong correlation between economic and social deprivation and 

psychological distress20; with hunger and poverty being both a cause and effect of poorer mental health. 

                                                           
20

 Warner 1994 ‘describes the triangular relationship between social and economic conditions, physical illness and 
psychological distress, with causality running in all directions’ in Proctor, Gillian, The Dynamics of Power in Person-
Centred counselling and psychotherapy, 2002, p4 
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Worryingly, last year saw nearly twice the number of guests referred by mental health professionals than 

during the year previously21.  

Many guests reported feeling increased anxiety, stress and depression; with around one-third of guests 

receiving medical treatment for this at the time of their visit. Three guests reported having had suicidal 

feelings in the last twelve months. Of these, two had been hospitalised after one or more suicide attempts; 

one guest just a week previously.  

"I'm as low as I can be. Being referred to a foodbank, the realisation kicks in that you are destitute. I 

understand now how people can go from having a job and a family to this, so quickly.” (G.25) 

“At Christmas I thought about ending it… I didn't know which way to turn.” (G.2) 

“I didn't sleep last night because of worry.” (G.17) 

Guests were asked to rate their well-being using standard ONS well-being questions22. Guests rated their 

well-being considerably lower than the national average, and their levels of anxiety much higher. Only 13 

percent of guests rated their happiness as medium to high (five times lower than the national average); and 

only 13 per cent rated their anxiety as low (national average 62 percent).  

“Going to bed hungry is horrible. You hear all about the economy growing, but then you have to come to 

a foodbank.” (G.25) 

"I’m stressed financially, with work, with providing for the kids, just struggling.” (G.12) 

For two guests on medication designed to be taken with food, lack of food had triggered further health 

problems; one guest, a nurse, needed repeated hospital treatment for gastro-intestinal problems resulting 

from taking her regular medication on an empty stomach. 

"I skip food in the daytime – I don't have breakfast or lunch – so that there’s enough food for us to eat 

together at 6pm. I skip the meals so the kids can eat.’ (G.12) 

"I'm supposed to take my medication with food, but obviously I can't always if I can't afford to buy 

enough." (G.15) 

The majority of guests expressed shock and embarrassment at finding themselves needing to be referred to 

a foodbank, however they also said that the welcome they received from volunteers had helped them feel 

more at ease. 

“It is quite demeaning for me to have to use a foodbank, but I was made to feel very welcome.” (G.4) 

“I walked up and down outside five times before I came in. It's the stigma and embarrassment of it all. 

But you guys are unbelievable: the kindness you show, non-judgemental. You know people are 

struggling.” (G.2) 

 

                                                           
21

 This does not include guests who may also experience poor mental health but were referred by other (not specifically 
mental health) Voucher Partners. 
22

 Life in UK 2014, Office for National Statistics 
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IMPACT IF WANDSWORTH FOODBANK DID NOT EXIST – VOUCHER PARTNERS 

Voucher Partners were asked what the impact would be on their clients if Wandsworth Foodbank did not 

exist.23  Almost half (47%) said that their clients would go hungry or skip meals – some said that this could 

persist for long periods.  General poverty or simply a ‘major impact’ was reported by 17% of Voucher 

Partners, and a tenth (11%) said that their clients would struggle to pay other bills or increase their debt. 

“With the foodbank our clients are struggling so I think that without the foodbank clients would struggle 

to pay many more of their household bills to buy food and make ends meet. Also probably skip meals and 

not have as they cannot afford to eat 3 meals a day.” (R13) 

“Very bad. Many are in desperate circumstances and need the foodbank to literally survive.  Some of our 

clients have no income eg because they are appealing benefit decisions (Pension Credit) which are likely 

to take months or because the claim is taking so long to be processed.  If they did not have the foodbank 

or support from agencies such as ourselves they would be at risk of destitution.”  (R53) 

A fifth (21%) cited an impact on mental health (particularly mentioning anxiety, depression or stress), and a 

further 6% mentioned suicide or ‘fatality’.  A negative impact on physical health was mentioned by 17%, and 

a fifth of Voucher Partners (19%) thought that children or the most vulnerable would be particularly 

impacted.  Mental and physical health impacts were more mentioned this year than last year, possibly as a 

result of an earlier question relating to these impacts. 

“The need for foodbank services is great – we are seeing an increase in the numbers of families in need, 

the impact of not having access to a healthy diet can have far reaching implications on a child's physical 

development and on the mental health of parents struggling to provide for their families.” (R5) 

Several Voucher Partners identified other courses of action that clients might take to meet their need for 

food.  A fifth (21%) thought that their clients might commit crime (only mentioned by two partners last year); 

others mentioned pawning possessions or using ‘loan sharks’ (two respondents) or begging (one 

respondent).  Others thought about other sources of support, which they felt would be less satisfactory; one 

or two respondents each mentioned homeless services or day centres (time-limited), the social fund (difficult 

application process and tighter criteria), going to A&E to get food, and greater use of CSS / Section 17. 

“They I think would literally go without food or be forced to steal it from shops etc.” (R10) 

“I would try to purchase food for clients as I have in the past – it’s ad hoc and would depend on what 

monies I had available. The impact would be devastating, people would pawn items as they used to 

before, turn to petty crime as happened before or end up turning up at A &E which was another route to 

food.” (R16) 

“Some of our housed guests may have been more reliant on services aimed at the homeless to eat, which 

may have impeded their ability to move on into a more settled way of life.”  (R29) 

“They would have to approach the social fund who can also issue vouchers but it is a more difficult 

process for our clients as it is a phone and internet-based service and may have stricter criteria.”  (R34) 
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IMPACT IF WANDSWORTH FOODBANK DID NOT EXIST – GUESTS  

Guests were asked where they would go for help if there was no Foodbank. Most said they didn’t know, or 

that there wasn’t anywhere else that they could go to for help. Some felt they had already exhausted all 

other avenues of support. 

“Before, I pawned my gold chain to get stuff. I don't know what I would have done really, I don't go out 

and commit crime or anything, so what do you do?" (G.15) 

"I can't imagine what it would be like if there was no foodbank, we would be totally stuck." (G.13) 

"I wouldn't have anywhere else to go." (G.16) 

Some would ask friends or family for help, but some didn’t have this support as an option and others were 

keenly aware that those around them were also struggling. 

"There's nowhere. Everyone is in trouble. I've got no family.” (G.12) 

 “Talk with my friends and neighbours. But then I would need to worry about paying them back.” (G.23) 

Two guests said they would have simply “gone without”, while others would have diverted money from 

priority bills or tried to get credit.  

“I wouldn't have paid full rent, and just used that money for food.” (G.17) 

Two guests talked about the pressure to commit some sort of acquisitive crime: 

"If it wasn't for organisations like this, people can do lots of different things that I don't want to talk 

about." (G.14) 
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4. SIGNPOSTING, CRISIS LOANS AND OTHER SUPPORT 

 

BENEFITS ADVICE FOR GUESTS 

As well as providing guests with emergency food, foodbanks work hard to help them resolve the cause of 

their crisis. All of our volunteers are trained to signpost clients to relevant agencies and charities that 

specialise in resolving the client’s specific problem. However the following findings relate only to advice 

given by agencies outside of Wandsworth Foodbank. 

Voucher data shows that 60% of referrals to the foodbank from advice agencies are because of problems 

with benefits. 

This resonates with responses of guests interviewed, that around half had received some advice about 

benefits and income. Of these, most were already engaged with one or more statutory services which 

provided some level of help and advice around benefits. Three guests cited council teams: the Financial 

Inclusion Team (“They helped me out a lot, they put me on the right track to get help and stop the eviction"), 

Tenancy Support Team (“Up until their help I didn't know which way to turn”) and Family Recovery Project. 

Others cited help from hostel key workers, probation, a social worker and drug and alcohol service. 

One-third of guests cited help from third sector organisations; seven said Citizens Advice Bureau had helped 

with a range of issues including resolving benefit problems, accessing DWP statutory crisis payments (such as 

Short Term Benefit Advance and Hardship Payment) and apply for housing benefit. Two others were being 

supported by Mind and Christians Against Poverty. 

Of the fourteen guests who used the JCP, three expressed this fairly positively and two made no comment. 

One said that although his JCP-related work provider was “not very helpful, the advisor is a nice guy, he 

understands mental health issues”; another had found the doctor at a medical “really good”; the third cited 

help with benefit changes from her JCP advisor. 

The majority of guests however said they had not found the JCP helpful; citing rudeness, lack of 

understanding about mental health issues, lack of information about statutory provisions available (Short 

Term Benefit Advance and Hardship Payment), and lack of proactive help as key factors. 

“The advisor sat there and told me she had seen people who were blind or with no legs get jobs and so my 

brother should too. But I said 'Yes, but can you see what's inside his head?' There was no understanding 

about mental health issues." (G.11) 

"Unless you know the issues to raise with them, they're not helpful." (G.8) 

“JCP were worse than anyone else: extremely rude. Instead of saying that the computer says no, can't 

they just use a bit of nous?” (G.25) 

“They are quick to jump on you, but not quick to help.” (G.3) 
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EMERGENCY FINANCIAL SUPPORT 

Two-fifths of Voucher Partners had referred clients to the Wandsworth Council Discretionary Social Fund 

(DSF) for emergency financial support when they gave them a foodbank voucher (the same number of 

partners – 21 – as last year).  Of those 21 Voucher Partners, over half (12 respondents) said that their 

applications had been ‘fairly successful’ and two said ‘very successful’.  Encouragingly, only four reported 

that applications had been ‘not very’ or ‘not at all’ successful.  Three could not say how successful 

applications had been.  

One guest interviewed had successfully applied to the council’s Discretionary Social Fund (DSF) for crisis 

support when he lost his wallet; he was awarded £24 in Sainsbury’s vouchers “but they said that was only 

twice in a year”. None of the other the guests specifically mentioned DSF, although one said the council’s 

Tenancy Support Team had helped him “get new bedding and a shower unit I fitted myself” and four had 

applied to the council for help with housing costs. 

 Of these, two guests affected by the removal of the Spare Room Subsidy had applied for Discretionary 

Housing Payment but had not heard whether or not their application had been successful. One guest who 

had been facing eviction said the council had reduced his rent arrears by half, although he did not mention 

DHP specifically; another said the council “had been really helpful” by providing DHP towards the shortfall 

between capped housing benefit and rent cost. 

One guest had recently been asked to pay back a crisis fund loan issued four years previously: “I wasn’t 

aware of it until they asked me to pay it back”. 

 

Sixteen Voucher Partners had referred clients to other sources, but did not give details of those sources 

(apart from one mentioning Christians Against Poverty).  These applications were generally successful: they 

were reported to have been ‘fairly’ or ‘very’ successful by all but one of the respondents who had used them. 

A quarter of Voucher Partners (13) did not refer their clients to any other source of emergency financial 

support along with the foodbank voucher (although this figure had decreased compared to last year when 23 

partners said that they did not refer, perhaps reflecting  greater familiarity with the options).  Four were not 

able to refer, and six did not know where to refer.  One partner reported that they are able to offer 

additional support themselves.  One, however, did not refer because they had been put off by previous 
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experience of the available options being ‘oversubscribed or not helpful’, and another because their clients 

were ‘not sure of a good outcome’.    

 

REFUSED HELP 

Guests were asked in their interview whether they had ever sought help and been refused; one-third said 

that they had had this experience.  

Of these, just over a half (5) cited experiences with JCP. Two guests reported asking for emergency financial 

support when their benefits were sanctioned, but no help had been given; two guests, both with mental 

health issues, recalled asking for help to apply for the correct benefit but not receiving meaningful help (one 

was told he was ineligible for both JSA and ESA). Another guest, also with mental health problems, said he 

had been refused help by the JCP, but in this case he did seem to have been referred to the council (where 

he later found the support he needed). 

“The council and DWP they're not really forthcoming with information, you have to find it yourself which 

is a struggle when you're computer illiterate like myself and you've just got a pay-as-you-go phone.” (G.8) 

Three guests reported difficulties accessing help from Wandsworth Council Housing Department; one was on 

the brink of eviction after his year-long JSA sanction led to his housing benefit being closed (and therefore his 

rent not paid); two others, both single homeless men whose mental health conditions made them 

vulnerable, had been told the council had ‘no obligation’ to house them as they were single with no 

dependents.  

"They didn't help, they seem so busy." (G.9) 

“Housing was very dismissive when I said I was homeless.” (G.25) 

One guest, who was very concerned that unresolved poor council housing conditions (damp and mould) 

were affecting her children’s health, had written to her MP but felt she was given a “standard reply” with  

“no follow up”. Despite a number of positive reports about CAB, in this instance the guest felt she was 

unhelpfully given a list of housing solicitors who she later discovered were in private practice (“I couldn’t 

afford the fees”). 

Guests were asked if they had received support from any other sources. The most common source of 

support, mentioned by just under half of guests, was family and friends. Support included buying food and 

helping towards rent costs and, for one guest, meals for the family cooked by a work colleague.  

Guests were extremely grateful for help received; however the majority expressed unease or guilt about 

asking for help, especially when they perceived that friends or family’s resources were already stretched by 

their own financial pressures. 

"Mum and dad have helped me a couple of times but I don't like to ask them – they’re getting on.” (G.15)  

“I’m a private person and don't like to rely on others, but I've had to throw that out of the window and 

rely on the mercy and kindness of friends and family and the foodbank.” (G.3) 
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“I have had to rely on friends. But they're not rich, and they've got young kids, so you feel pretty low 

taking food out of kids' mouths.” (G.25) 

Nearly one-third of guests reported receiving support from churches. Some of this was practical (for example 

debt help, job club, financial gift), while some was “emotional not financial” (playgroups, prayer, informal 

counselling). One guest had applied for a grant from her local mosque and was waiting to hear the outcome.  

“The Yard is a church, isn’t it?” (G.3) 

“I belong to a church. The support has only been spiritual.” (G.10) 

“My church has been very helpful; praying and doing a little offering for us when we've been going 

through a rough time." (G.16) 

Two guests spoke positively about their local children’s centres who had referred them and were supporting 

them with benefits and housing issues, as well as providing free activities for the family.  

Three guests referenced practical help from their children’s primary schools. In addition to Foodbank 

referral, one school had provided free school meals for two weeks for the guest’s son, and one school 

provided breakfast for another guest’s children when they arrived at school hungry: 

“The school's been good though, if I can't give the kids breakfast, the school gives them toast." (G.21) 

One guest was being supported by the council Family Recovery Project, who had given her a lift to and from 

the foodbank and were helping the guest resolve benefit delays and housing issues. Another guest with no 

income was being helped to apply for benefits by Wandsworth’s drug and alcohol service.  

 

‘THREE-VOUCHER LIMIT’ – VOUCHER PARTNERS  
 
Voucher Partners are currently given a guideline of issuing clients with three vouchers per crisis, (recognising 

that people may have more than one crisis a year), in order to avoid dependency on the foodbank as 

anything other than a short-term solution. Where crises are taking longer to resolve, partners are advised 

that there is some discretion on this limit (and to contact the foodbank office).  

 

This is clearly a difficult issue.  When asked what they did with a person/family who had accessed the 

foodbank the guideline number of times, most said that they provided or referred clients for support to deal 

with the underlying problem or for emergency financial support.24  A fifth (21%) simply said that they refer 

clients to other agencies or for financial support, without specifying which support, and two simply said that 

they would assess the client’s needs.  A further six respondents referred clients specifically for budget 

management and/or debt management support, two specified benefit support and advice, and two would 

refer to social services. 

“They would normally be set up with a CAP Plan, which gives them a budget for food.” (R35) 

“Explore how they are budget[ing] and give them a list of the free food in Wandsworth.” (R18) 
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“We have referred families to other services – in particular those families with young children who do not 

have recourse to public funds. These families are referred to asylum seekers support services.” (R5) 

A quarter of Voucher Partners said that they would give another voucher – almost all said that they would 

first assess the need carefully and/or discuss with the foodbank. Three Voucher Partners said that they 

would refer their clients to alternative food provision, and one would provide food from their own limited 

resources. 

“I will consider each case on its merits and if I think there is a case for continuing support I will usually 

contact the Foodbank first to get their views. If I can't speak to the foodbank right away, I would rather 

give the additional voucher wherever possible rather than risk someone going without food.” (R38) 

“I call to explain to the foodbank why the crisis is continuing and explain the long term support we are 

offering.” (R51) 

“[I] tell them about the Earlsfield Foodbank which operates a different policy.”25 (R42) 

A quarter of Voucher Partners surveyed had not yet experienced this situation (compared with 51% last year, 

which may reflect the fact that partners have been referring for longer so are more likely to have 

encountered the situation). 

 

 

MISUSE OF THE FOODBANK – VOUCHER PARTNERS 
 
A fifth (19%) of the Voucher Partners who completed the survey reported that they had experience of people 

trying to misuse the foodbank (similar numbers to last year). These experiences included people lying about 

their lack of money, people not being open about already having had three vouchers or seeking extra 

vouchers via friends, people seeking money for food and travel that they intended to spend on other things, 

attempted repeat usage flowing from a failure to budget, or seeking to obtain a voucher from multiple 

sources. 

“The same person comes back and there appears to have been more a failure to budget rather than a 

benefit delay or change, although I appreciate it is easy for us to say this given our income is more than 

our clients have.” (R34) 

“One client wanted to use the Foodbank to top up her supplies and save her money for a party. Another 

client had requested vouchers from a number of sources and had eventually received around 15 vouchers 

in a very short period.” (R38) 

“They use benefits to buy musical instruments, computers or smart phones and expect to receive 

foodbank vouchers to live on.  (R44) 
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5. RATING WANDSWORTH FOODBANK SERVICE 

 

As last year, Voucher Partners were extremely positive about the service provided by Wandsworth 

Foodbank.  All but one respondent rated it positively (one response was ‘neither good nor bad’): 85% rated 

the service as ‘excellent’ and 13% as ‘good’. 

Similarly, all guests rated the service provided as ‘excellent’ (88%) or ‘good’ (12%). Provision of much-

needed food was key, but guests particularly highlighted the welcome and hospitality they received, the 

non-judgemental attitude of volunteers, the kindness they were shown and the signposting help gi  ven: 

“They gave me tea, gave me leaflets about the help I need.” (G.23) 

"You're helping me and my children so they can have food and not go hungry." (G.21) 

“I'm very happy with what I've got, it’s very good-quality and I like the extra fresh fruit.” (G.17) 

“If you're on your chin strap, you're grateful for any help, but I didn't expect to come and get a cup of tea 

and a sandwich too.” (G.8) 

"Really lovely, everyone is lovely. They make you feel welcome." (G.14) 

“Even if it's snowing outside, when you come in it feels like sunshine. The way you got treated was          

like royalty." (G.11)  

 

As last year, guests were asked about the ease of obtaining food from the foodbank, and about the quality of 

service they received. All the guests said it had been ‘very easy’ or ‘easy’ (4 or 5 out of 5) to get food from the 

foodbank. 

"There was no drama about it – I gave you the card and you gave me food. You didn't turn me away." 

(G.15) 
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For three guests, obtaining a voucher had been less straightforward; either because of a lack of clarity 

around eligibility criteria or the number of vouchers ‘allowed’26, or in two cases, because the issuing of the 

voucher had not been handled as sensitively as ideally it would be. 

“It's easy to get here, and when I do get here everyone is so helpful; but getting a voucher is difficult. I 

didn't know how much paperwork I would need to show to qualify for a voucher, so I just took 

everything.” (G.3) 

“Sometimes it’s difficult at school, it's embarrassing and a few times they've said the voucher will be 

ready and it's not, so I have to keep going back to ask for it." (G.12) 

“They said three vouchers for six months. I've had two so I’m trying to save the third one.” (G.20) 

However most guests were positive about their referral experience. For instance one guest said her debt 

coach had put her at ease about receiving help from the foodbank: 

“I told [my debt coach] that there were people worse off than me, but he told me that my needs counted 

and that the foodbank was there for these sorts of times, so that made me feel better.” (G.19) 

Most guests said it had been easy to get to the foodbank centre, although one needed to ask for directions, 

and another had walked two miles because he had no money for a bus fare (“One of my shorter walks”). 

 

OTHER COMMENTS – VOUCHER PARTNERS 

Voucher Partners were given the opportunity to make any final comments in relation to the foodbank.27  The 

comments most commonly focused on the quality of the service, and the fact that it is a vital or important 

service that plugs a notable gap (around a quarter of respondents, respectively). One in ten partners each 

chose to comment on the bearing of the staff (friendly, caring, generous) and the highly positive feedback 

from clients. Four respondents said ‘thank you’. 

“They have been a godsend. I feel like I have failed every time I have to issue a voucher as it means I have 

run out of alternative options, however it has made a world of difference to my clients. I am extremely 

grateful for this resource but I try to use it sparingly as I know it is a finite service.” (R16) 

“Clients comment how everything is well organised and how respectful is the service. Thank you.”  (R21) 

“Foodbanks shouldn’t have to exist, but the fact that they do is incredibly useful in these times of 

austerity for young people we work with in London.” (R28) 

“They have become vital to the survival of many of our clients.  The foodbank is a lifeline – I think that in 

addition to the practical help that is given (food) the person also gets reassurance that they are not ‘on 

their own’ which can be crucial when a person is in desperate circumstances.”  (R53) 

                                                           
26

 See p33 
27

 Appendix 1d, p44 



FINDINGS 
 

37 | P a g e  
 

In addition, two respondents commented on the likelihood that foodbanks will continue to be necessary into 

the future. Two others felt that with increasing usage likely, the three-voucher limit guidance might come 

under pressure. 

“I envisage foodbanks playing a prominent role in the future as more and more clients fall below the 

poverty line. Foodbanks are an excellent resource and have helped many of our clients. Thank you!”  (R32) 

“As the delays for benefit changes and benefits to be set up continue to grow certainly for some benefits 

more than others, it may be that three vouchers limitation from foodbanks may not be enough soon? 

Monitoring this gap, or time lag, may be a good idea as it impacts people and their families in a bad way. 

Thank you.” (R11) 

These responses were similar to last year in terms of topic, though partners were more expansive in 

answering the question. 

 

OTHER COMMENTS – GUESTS  

 

Guests were asked if they would like to say anything else about the foodbank at the end of the interview. 

Most responses were expressions of gratitude; for the foodbank and its volunteers; for the people who 

donate to it; and for the often unexpected chance to talk and be listened to. 

'It's cheered me up I can tell you, someone actually listened to me. Even when you’re at the doctor you 

know they’re busy. Speaking to someone helps you, and knowing you've got food is a comfort.” (G.25) 

“I wasn't expecting so much help – not just food, but talking. It's like a burden is lifted off." (G.1) 

"I'm so grateful for the people that donate." (G.14) 

“I'll never forget the people who have helped me in these tough times.” (G.25) 

Others were motivated to speak up about issues of poverty and injustice, or to help out at the foodbank 

themselves. 

“Based on these questions, I think a lot more people would have a similar story. I personally know a lot   

of people who are going through hardship now. What I've said today, I think it speaks for a lot of people.” 

(G.16) 

“I think it's an amazing project but I definitely don't think it should be needed in this day and age.” (G.19) 

"I'd like to come and help when I'm back on my feet, because you're helping me through a crisis. It's good 

talking to someone rather than feeling alone." (G.12) 
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GUEST CASE STUDIES All names have been changed to protect the identity of foodbank guests 

 

AMANDA 

Amanda is a single parent with two children at home, and her eldest at university. A nurse for 18 years, until 

now Amanda has managed to juggle her part-time shift work with looking after her children, working while 

they were at school or at night at weekends when a family member could babysit. 

However when her oldest child turned 18 a few months earlier, Child Tax Credit and Child Benefit payments 

(which supplemented her low income) were stopped entirely while being reassessed.  

At the same time, changes to Amanda’s shift patterns meant that the new hours she was offered didn’t 

match her free childcare arrangements, and she was unable to work them – and therefore didn’t get paid.  

With no income, Amanda started using her bank overdraft to meet the costs of rent and food, but this was 

soon at its limit and the family was plunged into debt, rent arrears and food crisis: 

 "I had run out of money completely. My neighbour gave me some milk and bread and butter for the kids last 

week. And I do not know where to get help until I get back on my feet. 

"I skip food in the daytime – I don't have breakfast or lunch – so that there is enough food for us to eat 

together at 6pm. I skip the meals so the kids can eat.  

"We don't often put the heating on, but when we do we just put one heater on, and one light on at a time, 

and we all stay in the same room.  We keep putting more clothes on to keep warm." 

Almost all parents interviewed said they or their partner had skipped meals so their children can eat, but for 

Amanda, the situation had particularly serious consequences. The medication she needed to take for a health 

condition had to be taken with food and, because she often had to take it on an empty stomach, she was 

hospitalised twice with gastro-intestinal problems. 

Amanda was referred to Wandsworth Foodbank by her youngest child’s school, who also arranged for two 

weeks of free school meals for her child. Volunteers at the foodbank signposted Amanda to a welfare advisor 

to resolve the benefit delay, and to apply for housing benefit (which Amanda hadn’t realised she might be 

entitled to); and to a local, free debt help charity to support Amanda to become debt-free.  

"I was stressed financially, with work, with providing for the kids, just struggling,” says Amanda. “My kitchen 

was empty and I didn't know what to do. Now I've got some help and something to put on the table for       

the kids." 

 

JOHN 

John served in the army for more than twenty years, seeing action in Sierra Leone, Bosnia, Croatia, Kosovo, 

Afghanistan, Iraq, and Northern Ireland. He left after being injured in an IED explosion, and because of family 

commitments: “I didn't want to leave but my partner needed me to be at home; our boys were growing up.” 
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Anxious in crowds or interacting with people, John started drinking and “got into a bit of trouble”, which he 

says contributed to his relationship breaking down.  

Now sober, John was recently diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and referred to Combat Stress; 

but despite his long service, John says he is not eligible for financial assistance for ex-servicemen: “Because of 

my brushes with the law, they got taken away”.  

Rent arrears and deductions from ESA mean John was left with £16 a week for food and utilities: 

“Every other week I stock up on cheap frozen meals at Iceland. I can cook but I can't afford to do fresh. Once a 

month I might buy a chicken and fresh veg and do a roast. Before I was only buying daily and local, which is 

more expensive, because I don't like public transport – I've got a bit of a short fuse. 

“I ran out of electricity just before Christmas. There's nothing worse than sitting in the dark with a      

headlight reading.” 

John was referred to the foodbank by a council housing team, and this was his third visit: “Without [my 

housing support worker], I wouldn't be here. At Christmas I thought about ending it. Up until her help I didn't 

know which way to turn.  

“Coming to the foodbank was easy today, but the first time wasn't. It took me three weeks to pluck up 

courage and even then I walked up and down outside five times before I came in. It's the stigma and 

embarrassment of it all. But you guys are unbelievable: the kindness you show, non-judgemental. You know 

people are struggling.” 

 

CHLOE 

Chloe works full-time as a teaching assistant and was referred to the foodbank by a local debt charity when 

she had no food, and no means of buying food, that week: 

“I'm experiencing financial difficulty right now and [my debt advisor] offered me a foodbank voucher which 

was really helpful. 

“My mum died three years ago and I started uni in the September. I had to get student finance and juggle 

paying full rent, and juggle being a student full-time but also working part-time, although that was 

sometimes 30 hours a week.  

“I got into council tax arrears and rent arrears. My mum's dead and my dad's not around so I haven't got any 

security to fall back on. I tell all my friends to stay at home with their mum and dad, that they're lucky.' 

“Being a teaching assistant you only get paid in term-time, so I do sessional work in the holidays for young 

people with disabilities to try to make ends meet. The rent goes up every April, up and up and up. I've always 

worked, it's not like I haven't worked, but the money's just not enough. Rent is £135 a week, and with all 

other bills, there’s £20 left a week.  

 “My gas ran out yesterday so I couldn't have a bath or hot water. I had to borrow £10 from my sister which I 

only do if I'm desperate as she's got kids and not much money either.” 
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“I'm very happy with what I've got [from the foodbank], it’s very good-quality and I like the extra fresh fruit. 

Everyone has been very friendly and welcoming. The food has helped so much as now I don't have to worry 

about what I'm going to eat.” 

 

DAVID 

David is a single dad and full-time carer for his five children, the youngest of whom is under two. The family’s 

finances were initially affected by the introduction of the benefit cap in 2013. Even though David was using 

his Income Support to try to cover his increased bills, prioritising essentials for his children meant falling into 

rent arrears and facing eviction. 

"Being hit by the benefit cap was a major strain: I fell into so much debt because of it. We were suddenly 

short £200 a week, which was a major change. We fell into debt because I couldn't manage to take care of 

the kids and pay the bills. It's been a major struggle for the last couple of years." 

The final straw came when David’s Income Support was sanctioned (not paid) for four weeks after he was 

judged not to have attended a JCP appointment: 

"Every six months I have to go for a work-focussed interview, but last year I didn't receive a letter about an 

appointment – they had my contact details wrong on the system. I only found out [about the sanction] when I 

tried to get money out at the cashpoint and there was nothing there. I was gutted." 

David was referred to the foodbank by the council’s Financial Inclusion Team, who helped him appeal and 

overturn the sanction, and begin claims for housing benefit and council tax support which he hadn't known 

the family was eligible for. (The claims were still in progress at the time of his Foodbank visit.) 

"They helped me out a lot, they put me on the right track to get help and stop the eviction. They know my 

situation: that I'm struggling to afford food. It's difficult, but I'm used to it." 

"You've got to deprive yourself at times because of finances, generally from Friday until your money is paid on 

Monday, so there's enough food for the kids at the weekend. The house is constantly cold. I turn off the 

heating when the kids are at school, except for one room so it's warm for [the youngest children]." 

The church David attends has been "very helpful; praying and doing a little offering for us when we've been 

going through a rough time", although David says without the foodbank "I wouldn't have anywhere else to 

go." 

Although David’s family has been impacted by multiple benefits issues (benefit change, delay and sanction), 

he thinks his story is far from unusual: 

"I know your experience is your experience, but I personally know a lot of people who are going through 

hardship now. What I've said today, I think it speaks for a lot of people."
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APPENDIX ONE 

 

1a DRIVERS OF FOOD POVERTY IN WANDSWORTH IN 2014-15, ACCORDING TO VOUCHER PARTNERS 

(LOCAL CARE PROFESSIONALS) 

 

 

Criteria No. % 

Hardship / no food / not enough money / crisis period (unspecified) 22 42% 

Benefits not yet started / delayed / changed 17 32% 

In debt 10 19% 

Benefits sanctioned 8 15% 

Benefits stopped 6 11% 

No income / no benefits 6 11% 

Low income 5 9% 

Homeless 5 9% 

Had to meet significant unexpected costs 4 8% 

No support network 4 8% 

Poor health / disability / mental illness 4 8% 

Have children / family 4 8% 

Unemployed 3 6% 

Travel / other bills don’t leave enough for food 2 4% 

Follow the guidelines 2 4% 

Budgeting skills 2 4% 

Service user, on benefits / supported accommodation 1 2% 

Receiving Free School Meals 1 2% 

Domestic violence 1 2% 

Local Authority unable to help 1 2% 

Immigration status 1 2% 
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1b IMPACT ON CLIENTS IF FOODBANK DID NOT EXIST, ACCORDING TO VOUCHER PARTNERS 

 

Impact on clients if Wandsworth Foodbank did not exist No. % 

Go hungry / skip meals 25 47% 

Might commit crime 11 21% 

Mental health impact / anxiety / depression / stress 11 21% 

Impact on children / most vulnerable 10 19% 

Physical health impact 9 17% 

Major impact / poverty / destitution 9 17% 

Struggle to pay other bills / more debt 6 11% 

Try other (less satisfactory) sources of support 5 9% 

Use homeless services / day centres 2 4% 

Try social fund 1 2% 

Go to A&E to get food 1 2% 

Greater use of CSS/S17 1 2% 

They'd have no other options 4 8% 

Risk of suicide / life-threatening consequences 3 6% 

Poor diet / malnutrition 2 4% 

Might pawn items / turn to 'loan sharks' 2 4% 

Try other foodbanks 2 4% 

Might turn to begging 1 2% 

Voucher Partner would provide food 1 2% 

Impact on the community 1 2% 

 

 

1c WHAT VOUCHER PARTNERS DO WHEN THEY HAVE ISSUED THREE VOUCHERS TO A CLIENT 

Action when three-voucher limit is reached 

  Not happened yet 13 25% 

Refer to other agencies / hardship / financial support (unspec) 11 21% 

(Assess need and) give another voucher 7 13% 

Discuss with Foodbank (and give another) 6 11% 

Provide / refer for budget management / debt support 6 11% 

Refer to alternative food provision 3 6% 

Refuse further vouchers 2 4% 

Provide / refer for benefit support / advice 2 4% 

Assess circumstances (unspec) 2 4% 

Refer to social services 2 4% 

VP provides food 1 2% 

Seek s17 payment from CSS 1 2% 
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1d WHAT VOUCHER PARTNERS SAY ABOUT WANDSWORTH FOODBANK (OPEN COMMENT) 

Fantastic service / generally appreciative 13 25% 

Vital / important / not available anywhere else 12 23% 

Great / caring / generous staff / volunteers 6 11% 

Positive feedback from clients 6 11% 

Thank you 4 8% 

Likely ongoing / increased future demand 2 4% 

Three voucher limit might need reviewing 2 4% 
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APPENDIX TWO - VOUCHER PARTNERS OF WANDSWORTH FOODBANK (as of MAY 2015)

4 Children Targeted Family Support 
Ace of Clubs 

Age UK Wandsworth 

Air Football 

Albert Kennedy Trust 

Amicus Horizon Housing Association 

Association of Somali Women & 
Children 

Balham Community Church 

Balham Health Centre: Homeless 
Families  

Balham Health Centre: Refugee & 
Asylum Health Team 

Balham Health Visiting Team 

Balham Nursery School & Children's 
Centre 

Balham Park Surgery 

Balham, Tooting & Furzedown 
Community Mental Health Team 

Battersea Central Methodist Mission 

Battersea Fields Medical Practice 

Battersea Junction Community Mental 
Health Team 

Battersea Park School 

Battersea Youth Support Team - 
Parent Worker 

Battersea Youth Support Team - Social 
Work Team 

Blackfriars Advice Centre 

Bridge Lane Group Practice 

Brighter Futures 

British Red Cross, Refugee support 

Brocklebank Health Visiting Team 

Caras / Klevis Kola Foundation 

Central Wandsworth / West Battersea 
CMHT 

Cheer Trust 

Chestnut Grove Academy 

Chestnut Grove Extended School 
Cluster: School Health Team 

Children's Specialist Services - Putney 
& Southfields Team 

Children's Specialist Services - St 
George's Hospital 

Children's Specialist Services - Woking 
Close Family Centre 

Christ Church Primary School 

Christians Against Poverty Streatham 

Christians Against Poverty 
Wandsworth 

Clapham Park Foodbank 

Contact a family Wandsworth 

Cranstoun (supported housing) 

Crisis Skylight 

Crosslight Debt Advice 

Disability & Social Care Advice Service 

Doctors of the world UK 

Dr John Church 

Dr K. Begg Practice 

Eardley School 

Earlsfield Baptist Church 

Earlsfield Children in Need Team 
(Wandsworth CSS) 

East Hill Probation Integrated Offender 
Management 

Eastwood Centre for Children and 
Families 

Eaves 

Education Welfare Service 

Ernest Bevin College 

Fairfield Children in Need Team 
(Wandsworth CSS) 

Family Action Newpin Project 

Family Recovery Project 

Fayland One O'clock Children's Centre 

Financial Inclusion Team 

First Point (South London HIV 
Partnership) 

First Response Team - Wandsworth 
Social Services 

Franciscan Children's Centre 

Furzedown Primary School 

Future Skills Training 

Garratt Park Children's Centre 

Granard Children's Centre 

Greyswood Medical Practice 

Griffin Primary School 

HAIL 

Heathbridge Medical Practice 

Hestia - Supported Housing  

Hestia - Wandsworth DA Service 

Hestia Housing & Support Floating 
Team  

Hillbrook Children's Centre 

Home-start Wandsworth 

Homeless, Refugee & Asylum Team 

Ingeus 

John Burns Primary School 

Katherine Low Settlement 

Kids Company - Falconbrook School 

Kids Company - High View Primary 

Kids Company - Sacred Heart School 

Langley House Trust 

Lavender Hill Group Practice 

Liaison Psychiatry, South West London 
& St George’s 

Links Primary School 

London Community Rehabilitation 
Company 



 

46 | P a g e  
 

Mayfield Surgery 

Metropolitan Housing - Wandsworth 
Care & Support 

Nacro Housing 

National Probation Service - London 

Notting Hill Housing - Balham 

Notting Hill Housing Trust 

Nutrition & Dietetic Department 

Occupational Therapy, Wandsworth 
Council 

One Support - TST South 

Our Lady Queen of Heaven School 

Peabody - Tenant & Family Support 
Team 

Peabody Trust (Welfare Team) 

Penwortham School 

Psychological Therapies & Well-being 
Team 

Putney & Roehampton Community 
Mental Health Team 

Queenstown Road Medical Practice 

Refugee Action 

Resco (Employability & Training) 

Roehampton Clinic, Queen Mary's 
Hospital 

Roehampton Targeted Youth Support 
Team (social services) 

Royal British Legion 

Safe Space 

Shaftesbury Park School 

Shaw Trust - Careers Development 
Group 

SHP - South London Floating Support 
Service 

SHP Wandsworth 

Social Services Hospital Team - Queen 
Mary's 

Somerset Nursery & Children's Centre 

South London Refugee Association 

Southfields Group Practice 

Southmead Centre for Children & 
Families 

Spear Clapham Junction 

Springfield Hospital Ward 2 

Spurgeons - Alton Activity Centre 

Spurgeons - Tooting Locality 

Spurgeons - Yvonne Carr Centre 

St Albans Church 

St Faith's C of E Primary School 

St George's Healthcare NHS Trust 

St George's Hospital - Chest Clinic 

St George's Hospital - Courtyard Clinic 

St George's Hospital - Social Work 
Team 

St James' Church, West Streatham 

St John the Divine Earlsfield 

St John's Therapy Centre Day Hospital 

St Luke's Church 

St Michael's Church Southfields 

St Mungo's Broadway 

St Mungo's, Move-on Support Team 

St Nicholas' Church, Tooting 

St Paul's Cottage Surgery 

St Peter's Church, Nursery & 
Community Centre 

Stand Up For Africa (SUFA) 

Staying First - Shepherds Bush Housing 
Group 

Stonewall Housing 

Stroke Association 

SW London Vineyard 

Tenancy Support Team 

Thames Reach Wandsworth 

Tooting Methodist Church 

Tooting Neighbourhood Centre 

Tooting Youth Support Team 

Triangle One O'clock Centre 

Triangle Surgery 

Tudor Lodge Health Centre 

Turning Point Prospects 

Vauhall Foodbank 

Victim Support 

Viridian Housing Association 

Wandle Housing 

Wandsworth Adult Social Services - 
East Team 

Wandsworth Borough Council Health 
Trainer Team 

Wandsworth Borough Council Housing 
Needs Unit 

Wandsworth Carers' Centre 

Wandsworth Children's Specialist 
Services 

Wandsworth Citizens Advice - Mission 
House Bureaux 

Wandsworth Citizens Advice - 
Roehampton Bureaux 

Wandsworth Community Chaplaincy 
Trust 

Wandsworth Community Drug & 
Alcohol Team: Education & Training 
Team 

Wandsworth Community Drug & 
Alcohol Team: Outreach Team 

Wandsworth Community Drug & 
Alcohol Team: St John's 

Wandsworth Community Neuro Team 

Wandsworth Crisis & Home Treatment 
Team, Springfield 

Wandsworth Dept of Education & 
Social Service (out of hours team) 

Wandsworth Early Intervention 
Service, Springfield 

Wandsworth Floating Support Service 

Wandsworth Independent Living 
Scheme 

Wandsworth Learning Disability Team 
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Wandsworth Salvation Army 

Wandsworth Social Services - Access 
Team 

Wandsworth Welcare 

Wandsworth Welfare Reform Team 

Wandsworth Your Way (Together: for 
Mental Well-being) 

West Hill Children's Centre 

West London Churches Homeless 
Concern 

Western Lodge 

WHARF 

William Wilberforce Trust 

Women & Girls Network 

YMCA Wimbledon 

York Gardens Children's Centre 

Youth Offending Team 

Yvonne Carr Centre 
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“The foodbank is a lifeline. I think that in   

addition to the practical help that is given –

food – the person also gets reassurance that 

they are not ‘on their own’ which can be crucial 

when a person is in desperate circumstances.” 

 

 

 

wandsworth.foodbank.org.uk 

020 7326 9428 

info@wandsworth.foodbank.org.uk 

 

Registered charity no. 1149780 

 

 

 

 

Report published 22 May 2015 


