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Affordable Food Networks 
 

Briefing from Feeding Britain – January 2021 

 

 

 

 

A key part of Feeding Britain’s strategy for addressing the social and economic consequences of COVID-19 

is the development of affordable food provision at the heart of each community. This has been proven to 

build resilience and prevent hunger, by offering both nutritious food at a fraction of its usual price in a 

dignified environment, and holistic support to households who are struggling but have not yet reached a 

crisis point. 

 

Our work on this front, in the development of affordable food networks, is twofold: building, opening, and 

running new Citizens’ Supermarkets from scratch with our regional partners; and helping existing 

community centres, children’s centres, food banks, and other emergency food outlets evolve into social 

supermarkets, pantries, and FOOD Clubs, all of which are welcoming and stigma-free. The set-up costs of 

each project within this second category range from £3,000 to £10,000.   

 

Our aim is to ease at least some of the pressure on households who are struggling to pay the bills and put 

food on the table, before the need for food banks or food parcels arises, by massively improving their 

access to affordable, nutritious food. The affordable food networks set up and supported by Feeding Britain 

to date are saving more than 5,000 households a collective annual total of £2.1 million on their food 

shopping.  

 

Each affordable food network seeks to encourage self-reliance, achieve long-term self-sufficiency, and offer 

a sense of mutual support, while providing a platform (through regular evidence, data, and case studies) for 

systemic change. Above all else, each one attempts to become a source of stability, security, employment 

and training opportunities, and better health in their respective communities. Each project also seeks to 

complement the provision that already exists within each community, to avoid any unnecessary overlap.  

 

In addition to upfront funding and longer-term fundraising support, Feeding Britain brings to each of these 

partnerships a series of strong links with food suppliers, advice and guidance based on our past experience, 

blueprints and templates for business plans, policies, pricing, membership and referral processes, and a 

direct link into Parliament through which evidence is shared on the underlying causes of need. 

 

Birkenhead Citizens’ Supermarket 

 

The Birkenhead Citizens’ Supermarket, ‘Number 7’, encompasses a shopping area with an on-site 

community café and advice hub. It aims to provide immediate financial relief for households on low 

incomes, by improving their access to affordable nutritious food, while addressing some of the underlying 

issues which may have left them vulnerable to hunger. Number 7 officially opened the doors to its 

community café in September 2018 and to its citizens’ supermarket in November 2018. The entire centre, 

built by Cammell Laird, is located in Birkenhead town centre. Generous support was received in the initial 

design phase from local housing associations and regional grant-making trusts, and since then from the local 

authority. 

 

While the on-site community café is open to all, access to the shopping area is run on a membership 

scheme. Members are often referred to Number 7 by their housing provider, or another authorised 

agency, but they can also sign up by self-referring. Our first member signed up in November 2018. Since 

then, 1,000 households on low incomes, from Birkenhead and the surrounding areas, have become 

members. Members gain a discount of up to two-thirds on their weekly food shopping, compared with 

what they would pay in regular supermarkets. Almost all of our members are regular or occasional 

shoppers, with many of them using the community café for an affordable bite to eat – members receive a 

50% discount on meals – and some socialising. Free hot meals are served to members’ children during the 
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school holidays. A growing number of members report to staff and volunteers that, in the absence of the 

citizens’ supermarket, they would have needed to use a food bank.   

 

During each visit, members pay a fee which purchases a set number of points for redemption in the 

shopping area. Members often use this facility to save up enough points for a month’s worth of shopping, to 

assist with budgeting.  

 

Number 7 is able to offer the two-thirds discount on food because almost all of our supplies come from 

surplus stocks that are redistributed, at nil or low cost, from retailers and manufacturers. We are 

partnering with FareShare and a number of local retailers to provide a range of fresh, chilled, frozen, and 

ambient food to members. We have saved many tonnes of food that would otherwise have gone to waste. 

The range of food on offer reflects the quality which would be found at any supermarket, and members are 

able to select their own food items.  

 

Members are able to access on-the-spot advice services from staff, as well as a welfare rights specialist, to 

help maximise their income and address problem debt. Citizens Advice and other specialist services have 

been approached about helping to expand these services.  

 

Five paid employees and a team of volunteers help to run Number 7. Over the past two years, three young 

people have gained paid work experience in Number 7 through the Wirral Intermediate Labour Market 

(ILM) programme which seeks to find full-time paid employment for residents experiencing a range of 

barriers to employment. The ILM scheme provides a contribution towards the salaries which has made it 

possible for Number 7 to employ a larger number of people, and to take an active role in improving future 

job prospects of local residents. In addition to the partnership with the ILM programme, Number 7 

operates a volunteer programme which focuses on upskilling, confidence building, and provision of 

experience in a professional work environment. Volunteers assist paid employees with all aspects of the 

running of both the community café and shopping area and are given opportunities to develop skills which 

improve future work prospects.  

 

With ample storage space, access to major food suppliers, and a refrigerated van, Number 7 has begun to 

partner with members of the Feeding Birkenhead, Supporting Wirral network and beyond to unlock more 

food surplus and support their food projects. 14 local schools receive deliveries of free breakfast cereal, 

from Number 7, to support their breakfast clubs. Residents are beginning to receive second-hand furniture 

items that have been recycled and donated to Number 7. More than a dozen community projects have 

benefitted from large ad hoc deliveries to Number 7 of chilled meat, helping to provide a thousand meals 

for families during school holidays and for homeless people seeking refuge in night shelters during the 

winter months. Number 7 also offers free breakfasts for homeless people when other services are not 

available.  

 

Coventry Citizens’ Supermarket 

 

Feeding Coventry’s citizens' supermarket opened on the site of the Foleshill Community Centre in March 

2020 and, like Number 7, accepts a mixture of agency referrals and self-referrals. While Number 7 

operates a points-based system linked to membership fees, members in Coventry pay a fixed fee of £4 and, 

in return, can shop for a balanced range of chilled, fresh, and ambient goods with a value of between £20 

and £25. An on-site community café is being developed, as are two large halls within the facility which will 

be hired out for community activities. The outdoor space which surrounds the facility is being used for 

community food growing, to supply fruit, vegetables, herbs, and flowers for sale in the citizens’ 

supermarket. An IT suite is also being set up to help people with benefits and job-searching. The citizens’ 

supermarket has signed up 650 members during its first nine months. 

 

Bradford Citizens’ Supermarket 

 

Using Number 7 as its blueprint, Feeding Bradford & Keighley’s citizens’ supermarket runs a membership 

scheme, with members gaining a weekly discount of two-thirds on their food shopping, and has an on-site 

community café selling affordable, nutritious meals. Cookery courses are available too, with free meals 
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provided for children during school holidays and home deliveries being made to people who are 

housebound. Members are simultaneously offered membership of the Bradford District Credit Union, and a 

diverse supply of food has been organised. Inn Churches, a member of the Feeding Bradford & Keighley 

network, is responsible for the day-to-day management of the citizens’ supermarket. Additional citizens’ 

supermarkets are being opened in Glasgow, Rainworth, Sheffield, Thetford, and Weymouth. 

 

Food Buses – Mobile Citizens’ Supermarkets 

 

The Wandsworth Food Bus is run jointly by Feeding Britain and Be Enriched. It stops at four locations 

across the borough where residents live in ‘food deserts’ and the need for food banks is high. Elsewhere, 

the Feeding South Shields Food Bus is in its early stages of development.  

 

Each project entails fitting out a double decker bus with a shopping area, advice booth, and food 

preparation area on the lower deck, and community café seating on the upper deck. There is also a serving 

hatch and outdoor seating. The shopping area stocks culturally appropriate fresh, ambient and chilled goods 

which are sold at affordable rates, with some locally produced fruit and vegetables being used. Healthy Start 

vouchers are accepted on board and home deliveries are offered to people who are housebound. Two paid 

work placements are being offered to young people facing steep barriers to employment.  

 

Social supermarkets 

 

14 social supermarkets have been developed in community centres in Wirral. In the main, people pay a fee 

which enables them to access food at a much reduced rate (of between 30p and 50p in the pound). This 

food is a mixture of ambient, frozen, and chilled, as well as fresh fruit and vegetables, and self-care/cleaning 

products. The social supermarkets try to offer a wide variety of food to enable people to have a balanced 

diet. These items are purchased from various suppliers and each social supermarket decides where they 

want to buy stock from, by looking for the best deals around at the time of purchase.  

 

During COVID-19, most social supermarkets have switched to a more local approach when looking for 

suppliers. The main reason for operating in this way is to become completely sustainable which allows each 

social supermarket to keep reinvesting in the wide variety of items on offer.  

Most social supermarkets receive goods from FareShare each week which is distributed in line with 

FareShare’s policies. Social supermarkets tend not to use a ‘pay-as-you-feel’ system. Most social 

supermarkets know their client base and can identify households who may need that extra bit of help. This 

can be done very discreetly at the point of sale.  

Elsewhere in Merseyside, Kirkby’s Centre 63, Belle Vale’s Lee Valley Millennium Centre, and Halewood’s 

Torrington Drive Community Association have worked with Feeding Britain to incorporate social 

supermarkets within their offer to the community. Similar developments are being planned in Halton and St 

Helens.  

 

Pantries 

 

St Andrews Community Network, a key member of Feeding Liverpool, operates three pantries using the 

Your Local Pantry model. Each pantry is run in partnership with a local church, school, housing 

association, or community organisation. These pantries serve the communities of Everton, Clubmoor, and 

Norris Green. St Andrews Community Network plans to open thirteen pantries across north Liverpool 

over the next two years. 

  

Pantries operate a local membership model. Members pay £3.50 per visit entitling them to choose a basket 

of goods valued at more than £15. A 2018 Your Local Pantry impact report showed households can save 

up to £650 per year through membership. Membership criteria is set by individual pantries but typically is 

location-based. St George’s Everton Pantry, for example, accepts members who live within Everton ward, 

or who have children at the two local primary schools adjacent to the pantry. 
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Supporting a healthy and varied diet, pantries stock fresh fruit and vegetables, frozen and chilled products 

and ambient items. Many also stock toiletries. Volunteers tend to come from the membership base and key 

partnerships are in place with FareShare and local wholesalers. Each pantry is designed to accommodate up 

to 150 members and places a strong emphasis on contributing to a broader community offer. 

 

Feeding Britain has recently helped Govan HELP, in Glasgow, evolve into a pantry by covering equipment 

and food costs, sharing policies and good practice from elsewhere, and opening links to food suppliers.  

 

FOOD Clubs 

 

Feeding Bristol has teamed up with Family Action and FareShare South West to open fourteen FOOD 

Clubs in children’s centres across the city. This partnership has since been replicated through the Bath & 

North East Somerset Food Poverty Steering Group’s affordable food network. Members pay an annual £1 

membership fee and weekly payments of £3.50 to acquire approximately £15-£20 worth of fresh, chilled, 

and ambient food. Membership is restricted to families who live in the communities around each children’s 

centre, and is capped at around 50 people per children’s centre. Membership also links families into a 

mutual support network, as well as fun cookery demonstrations and lessons. 


