THE NEWSDAY INTERVIEW WITH LINDA BREITSTONE "It Makes Sense to Utilize Our Resources'
She was interviewed by Newsday staff writer Stuart Vincent

Text:

Q Long Island is one of the nation's wealthiest suburbs. Wiy do we need an
organi zation like |Island Harvest? A: Unbeknownst to nobst people, there are over
300, 000 people from Long |sland seeking food assistance. There are over 40, 000
honel ess on Long Island, and of those honel ess, nore than 50 percent are children.
WWhen peopl e think of people seeking food assistance, it's not always people who are
starving. It could be abused and neglected children in shelters. It could be
children in Head Start prograns. It could be people who are nentally or physically
di sabl ed, people who are in donestic violence shelters, AIDS patients, people
under goi ng drug and al cohol rehabilitation. Right now, all the different types of
agenci es serving our conmunity are experiencing tremendous cutbacks by the
governnent, and yet the nunber of people needing help is increasing. So it just
mekes sense for us to utilize our resources, food that is perfectly good, that is a
surplus after a weddi ng or another event or is getting close to an expiration date
but is still usable and good to serve. Right now, a |ot of agencies are struggling
to stay open, and if we can save them sone noney on their food budgets, they may
last a few more nonths or a year. Q Don't government agencies and private donations
support nost organi zations that serve the poor and hungry? A: Governnent donations
used to be a very large part of their budget, but | can't even tell you how many
agenci es have told us the government just told themthey are cutting their
al l ocation by 40 percent. What do you do, tell 20 nore patients they can't get
counsel ing any more? The surplus food is being cut back, government allocations of
commodities are being cut back, as well as nmoney. Private donations have gone down
because there are nore people out of work. You |ook at the merger of Chem cal Bank
and Chase Manhattan, and Grumman. |f you say we've |ost 100, 000 jobs, we've |ost
100, 000 peopl e who coul d nake donations to charities. And businesses that in the
1980s were thriving and could make | arge donations to charity are having to cut
back, too. @ Has the situation inproved at all for agencies serving the needy since
I sl and Harvest began? A: It's gotten worse. We've even seen sone close. They just
couldn't make it. They relied upon private donations and governnent noney and it
just dried up. People just don't have as nuch di sposable inconme and al so people are
afrai d now because they've seen so many of their friends |l ose their jobs. They want
to put their nmoney in the bank rather than give it to charities for emergenies in
case sonet hing happens. @ When you began taking food to service agencies, did any
of the clients being served surprise you? A: The senior citizens and the children
with their nmothers. | really didn't expect to see children on soup kitchen |ines,
but there are whole famlies now on soup kitchen lines and food pantry |ines.
really didn't expect that. The wormen and the children in domestic violence shelters
they're people just like us who can't go honme. They nay not be poor in their rea
life, but they can't access that |ife because of a husband who is out of control
And the families in transition, the people who have recently |lost their jobs, who
are used to earning money and all of a sudden they find thensel ves out of work and



inline for food; those people | ook dazed. They | ook |like they don't know what
happened to them They | ook |ike they don't know why they are there, and that's
really disheartening. That's a shocker. It really brings you down to earth. The
other thing | never really gave nuch thought to is how fortunate | amto have ny
mental heal th, because people with mental health problens really have trouble
getting a job. Frequently, there are no people to help them Sonetinmes it's
difficult to know how to get through government bureaucracy. Q Wo are the

vol unt eers who nake your organization work? A: To nme, they're just the best human
beings in the world, people who really just want to reach out to their neighbors,
peopl e who care. People who realize just how precarious |ife can be, people who
realize we're all in this together. They cone fromall walks of life, from
veterinarians to prosecutors to |lawyers to | egal secretaries to judges to housew ves
to students. Also service organizations - the National Council of Jew sh Wonen,
Rotary, Kiwanis, Lions, Elks. PTAs are big now. We get a |lot of PTA service
conmittees who are hel ping us, and of course friends of volunteers and just people
who pick up a copy of Newsday and read about us and give us a call. Q Wy has

I sl and Harvest grown so quickly in terns of sponsors, donors and volunteers? A |
think it makes sense to people not to throw away food. | think people hate the
sensel ess waste of food. | think it's just a win-win situation to pick up surplus
food from people who woul d otherwi se throw it away, and deliver it to agencies and
people who need it. And it's so sinple that it just nakes sense to people. Q@ Wat
are the biggest concerns of food donors or service agenci es when you approach them
about donating or receiving food? A: The first concern of food donors is that nmany
of them don't know about New York's Good Samaritan Law, which protects them from
liability if anyone should get sick fromthe food. The primary concerns of recipient
agencies are that they want to make sure they're going to get good, whol esone food
for their clients. After they realize we do everything by Health Departnment
standards and they realize we're probably nore concerned than they are, they start
trusting us. We're also very careful where we get food from W tell the chefs,
"Wen in doubt, throwit out." And we tell volunteers, "If you wouldn't serve it to
your famly, don't take it." Q How have you managed to get nany of Long Island's

| argest hotels, restaurants and country clubs to help? A: Alot of it has to do with
a wonder ful organization called the Anerican Culinary Foundation, and the Long

I sland chapter, which was founded by - and now he's president of it - John Erickson.
It's an organi zation of prem er chefs and sous chefs and cooks on Long |sland. They
have adopted |sland Harvest and they believe in it. Those chefs have just helped to
make sure food fromtheir various establishnents is donated and they've spread the
word to other chefs. And the fact that they support us has al so added to our
credibility because they're an organi zation totally dedicated to safe food handling.
Q Are there any parts of Long Island you don't serve? A: W've just recently
expanded out into the Hanptons, but there are a |ot of areas in between Nassau and
the Hanptons that we haven't hit yet. There are little pockets we haven't hit yet.
We'd like to spread out nore into those areas. @ Are there any new sources of food
you haven't tapped yet? A: The [Hanptons] gl eaning project is just unbelievable.
That was started by Rivalyn Zweig. We basically glean produce fromfarns that

ot herwi se woul d probably end up rotting in the field. One tinme there were peaches
that were blown off the trees. They were absolutely fabul ous and we were able to get
a group of schoolchildren and service organi zations to go and pick it up and deliver
it to food pantries. W' ve just started that and it's been responsible for several
tons of perfectly good produce. Fanmlies at food pantries can't even believe their
eyes when they see fresh vegetables and fruits because they usually don't get that.
It's a real godsend. We're hoping we'll be able to take that produce and bring it
back into central and western Suffol k and Nassau. @ Did you have any idea when you
first began delivering sandw ches that |sland Harvest would grow as large as it has?
A: | would have been afraid to start it had | realized it would have grown so big.
But not knowi ng, and progressing slowmy, it was easy to do. Had soneone told me we
woul d have an organi zation with al nrost 400 volunteers and two refrigerated trucks



that goes fromthe Queens-Nassau line to the Hanptons, | wouldn't have believed it.
What really makes it spectacular is just the incredible nunber of people who are
contributing to make it happen. One or two or five people can only do so nuch, but
when you start adding nore people and businesses, you realize you can nove this
nmountai n. And the anpunt of caring and love that is on Long Island just never ceases
to ammze ne.



