Downtown Eastside Neighbourhood House (DTES NH) 

Food Philosophy

Since 2005

We know food to be a communicative instrument and hence use its offering as an instrument of community building. 

The average DTES resident lives with one or more serious health issues, has a compromised immune system and is under-housed. Coupled with extreme material poverty, the lack of adequate housing renders people incapable of providing themselves with adequate nutrition. Typical housing quarters provide one small room with no cooking facilities or storage for foodstuffs.

The average DTES diet consists of a great deal of starch (in the form of white rice and pasta); copious amounts of tasteless coffee garnished with coffee whitener (an addictive petroleum by-product) and refined sugar; endless soup; pastries and donuts; dishes made with an alarming amount of ‘taste enhancing’ chemical additives; and processed ‘foods’.

What is not found in the average DTES diet is local seasonal fresh produce; sweets which are healthy (eg dates and figs); dishes made without additives and refined sugars; homemade vinaigrettes; gluten and wheat free breads; alternatives to dairy products; and generally speaking fresh, identifiable foods. 

When one is materially poor, the first things we lose are privacy and choice. Offering people a choice of the foods they ingest is a critical piece of the NH food philosophy. It’s a commonly held myth that those living in poverty don’t have nutritional knowledge or aspirations.  

During this past summer the NH was one of 3 Vancouver organizations selected to take part in a Farmers Market (FM) Coupon Pilot Project. Funded by the provincial government, it provided 35 Vancouver low income residents (15 of them NH members), $15 worth of FM coupons each week from July 7th through October 14th. The focus of the Pilot Project was on parents of young children and pregnant women, in an evaluated attempt to see if access to local fresh produce increased the health of low income residents. Indeed it did and participants also used it as a venue to share with one another their preexisting, vast knowledge of the critical importance of fresh foods on the health of their families. (Note: The government has committed to financing an expanded FM Program for next year, for which all descriptions of low income Vancouver residents will be eligible and the DTES NH will again be a host organization.)

The DTES NH plays an active role in our city under several food guises. We are a founding member of the East Vancouver Aboriginal Diabetes Prevention Coalition; one of our Staff sits on the Vancouver Food Policy Council; we are members of both DECK (Downtown Eastside Community Kitchens) and VCKP (Vancouver Community Kitchen Program). In all of these veins we succeed in promoting the city wide education of food donors, as so often corporate food donations consist of the foods which are the most health compromising for the nutritionally vulnerable.  
PAGE  
1

