
pantries and food drives in the area to
understand the local strengths and gaps. This
was complemented by a community needs
assessment, which allowed Kenya to hear
first-hand accounts from community members
who had relied on local food pantries and
found local pantry resources confusing or
difficult to access.

HHFP was reactivated only days before
Thanksgiving 2018 and was met with
widespread demand for resources. Scheduling
service delivery to fill the gaps of other food
pantry providers, HHFP provides critical
support for families and people experiencing
disparities in emergency food access. 
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Operating out of Huntersville, North
Carolina, Hearts and Hands Food Pantry
(HHFP) has been stabilizing food access in the
Charlotte-Mecklenburg area since 2017.
Driven by the dedication of HHFP’s President
Kenya Joseph and a community of volunteers
since then, the organization has provided
emergency food and household provision to all
in need.

Following a decade-long career in corporate
finance, Kenya and her mother set out to start
a food drive for folks in need in the Charlotte-
Mecklenburg area and as far as Virginia.
Kenya was inspired to address food insecurity
after hearing about a family of extreme
coupon-clippers who were supplying a
neighboring family with food after a parent of
the household lost their job.

Fueled by inspiration, Kenya built a food
pantry through a partnership with a local
church. Once in operation, demand quickly
outweighed the pantry's capacity, prompting
Kenya to recalibrate her approach. She decided
to close the pantry for two months, using that
time to research the needs of the community
she sought to serve, develop a strategic mission
for the pantry, and acquire 501(c)(3) status and
find a permanent location for the pantry.
During this adaptation phase, Kenya also
researched the current service network of food 

Hearts and Hands Food Pantry 

2023

https://www.heartsandhandsfoodpantry.com/


2

HHFP clients are given choices about what
items to take home. In addition to offerings of
food, household supplies, infant and toddler
needs, and pet supplies are also available. With
a commitment to providing safe, non-expired,
and fresh meat and produce, HHFP embraces a
full choice model, allowing client preferences
based on dietary or other desired needs. In
addition, donations are provided to clients
without referral requirements, background
checks, or other common documentation
processes used by some pantries.

When curbside pickup was established at
HHFP, the number of people taking advantage
of the services increased, creating traffic
congestion and requiring police assistance with
traffic management at peak service times.
Along with curbside access, HHFP also
implemented a volunteer-led home-delivery
service that began with Kenya personally
delivering donations to the homes of
immunocompromised people around the
county. Later, a mobile market was introduced
to reach county residents living in rural areas
and urban food deserts. The mobile market also
served many community members who may
have been undocumented.

The Charlotte-Mecklenburg area, like many
communities, experienced heightened poverty
and hardship, resulting from the impact of
cOVID-19. HHFP was now positioned as a
vital community asset for folks whose needs
went well beyond food. The community also
faced a public health crisis of tent cities in
downtown Charlotte. Under the constant
threat of forced removal by city officials,
robust mutual aid networks formed to deliver
immediate services to tent city residents, with
HHFP playing a crucial role. Kenya was
frequently on the ground providing food
resources and provisional case management to
desperate community members. From assisting
tent city residents with finding other housing
opportunities to accessing Economic Impact
Payments, HHFP became a center of
partnerships built from the grassroots of Tent
City, Charlotte.

Kenya emphasizes that organizations that
provide direct services to underserved
populations must approach their work
comprehensively and appreciate the
interconnectedness of issues. 

“We serve 7500 families...We've had families
come from all the way in Virginia, which is like

a 5-hour drive” – Kenya Joseph

This service delivery approach was utilized for
a year until the first lockdown of the COVID-
19 pandemic forced its closure. Like the
adaptation phase that allowed HHFP to grow
from a church program to something more
widely scaled, Kenya also had to adjust to
providing service to a community now
experiencing heavily increased rates of food
insecurity due to COVID-19. 

This group included community members
who only weeks before had not required
assistance from food pantries or other social
services. Facing this changed and elevated
demand for emergency food access. As a result,
HHFP modified service delivery based on
inspiration gained from the pivots made by the
local business sector. In one day, Kenya
created a scheduling and item selection process
through the pantry’s website that would
provide clients with the same level of item
preference through a safe and efficient online
process.



Food insecurity, for instance, is deeply
intertwined with housing insecurity. Food
access advocates must work to connect the
dots of their efforts with service providers
addressing other issues like housing, the
environment, education, and other issues
stemming from broader economic injustices.

As it continues to build coalitions with other
social justice missions, HHFP, as a mutual aid
project, embraces business sector partnerships
and values, including centering client
satisfaction and convenience, prioritizing
efficiency, and embracing technology and
innovation. 

Kenya reports that businesses are willing
partners. Partnering with them often avoids
dependency on grant reporting and
fundraising—efforts that often impede an
organization’s autonomy and client-centered
approach. 

Whether securing funding from energy
companies for the pantry's cold storage,
receiving unrequested donations from a range
of local businesses, or getting grant-matching
support from local Wells Fargo and Bank of 
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“Let’s give people more. Let's make sure that
we are always talking to people and finding
out what more they need. Let's be on top of
helping to refer and connect people. Let's
look for partners that are smaller that are

really about helping people”– Kenya Joseph
 

.America branches, HHFP has established itself
as a nexus powered by innovative partnerships,
private sector recognition, and grassroots
energy.

Whether securing funding from energy
companies for the pantry's cold storage,
receiving unrequested donations from a range
of local businesses, or getting grant-matching
support from local Wells Fargo and Bank of
America branches, HHFP has established itself
as a nexus powered by innovative partnerships,
private sector recognition, and grassroots
energy.

Working together to serve each other is an
ethos of resilience that Hearts and Hands Food
Pantry embodies. A willingness to build
dynamic alliances is not merely a best practice
but also necessary for enduring the next food
disruption crisis and lessening the everyday
effects of food insecurity.



Thanks for reading!   

This case study was created in fulfillment of a
cooperative research agreement between the
Marketing Services Division of the Agricultural
Marketing Service of the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA AMS),
Colorado State University, and the University of
Kentucky.

For more information and resources on Local
and Regional Food Systems Response to
COVID: Recovery and Resilience, visit
www.lfscovis.localfoodeconomics.com. 
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