
www.foodbankst.org

Food Bank of the Southern Tier 
President’s Story 

Spring 2021

A closer look at the essential work  
of our volunteers
Each year, the Food Bank of the Southern Tier relies on thousands of volunteers to repack 
food at our warehouse, aid in administrative work and support programs that provide 
food to our neighbors in need.

In 2020, warehouse volunteers gave the collective time of nine 
full-time staff members even though repack shifts were closed 
for five months. Many of them lending a hand through 
the uncertainty of COVID-19 and providing reassurance 
to the Food Bank team, our agency partners and those 
experiencing food insecurity.

“In 2020 our team had to pivot to a new model and so did 
many of our partner agencies. We simply could not have met 
the unprecedented number of food requests, and distributed 
17,662,229 pounds of food without our volunteers,” said Amanda 
Palme, Programs & Partnerships Administrative Manager at the 
Food Bank.

One of the volunteers who provided an invaluable service was Gwen Baker, who has 
volunteered at the warehouse over the last two years, and most recently as our front desk 

receptionist volunteer. 

“As the pandemic unfolded, we knew that we needed to 
have someone who was focused on customer service and 
understood our operations,” said Amanda. “Gwen provided 
this support, volunteering an average of eight hours a 
day. With her calm demeanor she was able to reassure 
callers, answer their questions and persistently hunt down 
answers if they were not readily available. We always knew 
communication was important, but COVID taught us that 
having a real person answer the phones to guide those who 
need help was paramount.”

 “So many 
lost control of their 
lives overnight, and 

understandably 
panicked. It was 

important to educate 
and share how they 

could gain some  
control over their 

situation...”

Gwen Baker, Volunteer
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When reflecting on last spring, Gwen shares that the phone 
call volume went up astronomically. She was fielding calls 
from other agencies who were trying to figure out how to 
join the Food Bank in our response to the pandemic, but 
also trying to fill the gaps.

“My goal throughout the pandemic was to alleviate the 
number of calls being shared with the Community Impact 
team, and to help streamline the work,” shared Gwen. “I 
knew that the team was working to identify how to adjust 
distribution models so that they could safely provide food 
to the public and to agency partners.”

In addition to the volume of agency calls, she shares her 
learnings from talking with so many of our neighbors who 
suddenly faced food insecurity.

“The pandemic emphasized the fragility of our systems 
and how luck has been the only differentiator between me and 
many of our callers,” she explained. “So many lost control of their lives overnight, and 
understandably panicked. It was important to educate and share how they could gain 
some control over their situation by using our website to navigate to the closest food 
distribution and how to find other services they needed in the moment.”

Looking back at her call logs, Gwen explains that she also received calls from donors like 
you, asking how to support the Food Bank and to simply extend their gratitude. 

“The support from our donors has been a positive reminder for all of us. Because the Food 
Bank has taken a holistic approach to food insecurity, and the team works efficiently 
to make a large impact in our community, donors can see their investment in action,” 
explained Gwen.

As the Food Bank continues to assess the needs of our community, and the impacts of 
the pandemic, we know that the commitment and skills of our volunteers are a vital part 
of building and sustaining hunger-free communities.

“Our network of volunteers is critical to our organization’s success. Whether it is a 
volunteer who comes to repack food items in our warehouse, a volunteer who fields calls 
and registrations or a volunteer who distributes food, each volunteer helps us better 
serve our neighbors, which a remarkable gift,” shared Amanda.


