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What is Food Insecurity 
Food insecurity is the lack of consistent access and financial resources to 
food that could maintain an active/and or healthy lifestyle. In a report by Feed-
ing America, roughly 35 million people in the U.S struggled with food insecurity 
in 2019. During COVID, they estimated 42 million people might face food inse-
curity in 2021. In Texas specifically, 1 in 8 Texans struggle with food insecurity, 
according to the non-profit organization Feeding Texas. 

Food assistance programs like SNAP or WIC can sometimes be challenging for 
some to qualify. To qualify for SNAP or WIC, you must have proof of citizenship 
or permanent residency. You also need to work for at least 30 hours a week 
without going over a set monthly income (ex: A single person with no children 
cannot make over $1,775 per month). Additionally, you cannot have more than 
$5,000 in resources that one can potentially use for food.



What is being done?
During the pandemic, a mutual aid movement took o� to assist communities 
facing food insecurity known as community fridges. Community fridges are for 
the people by the people. Volunteers will clean and maintain the fridges, and 
anyone can take or donate items as they see fit. “Take what you need, leave 
what you can.” These fridges are a great resource for those who cannot 
receive government assistance or might need some help. These fridges can 
also create a stronger sense of community in their cities or towns because of 
the solidarity shown between neighbors.

For this project, I will be focusing on the community fridge in Laredo, Texas, 
and the user-facing version of the app.



When interviewing Valerie Gonzalez, the lead organizer for the Community 
Fridge in Laredo, she said one of the issues she finds with running the fridge is 
not being able to track when the stock starts to run low. There’s no way of telling 
when the refrigerator runs low or when a donation is made until someone goes 
to check on it. There are limited volunteers, and they check in on the fridge 
whenever available, as most volunteers work full-time jobs. Often people will let 
them know on Instagram by sending them a picture through a direct message if 
the fridge is running low or if they have left a donation. They do not use security 
cameras and discourage taking photos while using the refrigerator to maintain 
the anonymity of the fridge users, so they need another way to keep track of 
stock that does not involve pictures or video. Another issue they find is that 
their primary communication with users and donors is through social media. 
They feel they are missing out on reaching a larger audience who may need their 
help but do not have social media or consistent internet access.

Defining the problem



Q: Why did you start the fridge?
A: During the pandemic on one occasion, I went to the supermarket and there I saw a family who was being held 

back by security and the police were there talking to them. I guess they had just changed the prices on food, 
fresh poultry- it was chicken. Just seeing the man who was basically begging for his freedom at this point, and 
he was totally right about everything he was saying. He was saying things that were factual, “We’re not making 
enough money”, the stimulus wasn’t enough for people to make it and this particular family had children who 
were of special needs. So it struck a chord with me. So through Instagram and social media I saw a lot of 
friends in Houston where I was before this, or Austin, Dallas that were sort of doing this, even in New York. So I 
said with my platform, what I know, and what I have— what can I do? So I asked a few friends closest to me 
“How do we do this, how can we help?” So together we got a little bit of money and talked to some local 
people and they said “Hey we have a fridge I’m getting rid of, do you want it?” That’s literally how the first 
fridge was born, and ever since then it’s been this collective work of people wanting to help, volunteer, 
donate, or just give their time and we’ve kept it alive since. We’re going on almost our second birthday now. 
So it’s been very cool to see the community and me, myself see that together we can make change. 

Q: There’s now more than one location now right?
A: Yes, there is three and we’re always working to add another one.
Q: Does the Laredo community struggle often with food insecurity?
A: Definitely. This is something that I learned more about while doing this work. Like “Food Deserts” we all know 

that big buzz-word but when I really deep-dived in it I learned about “Food Apartheid” which means that 
there are strategically made zones that just don’t have these resources. But why don’t they have these 
resources? Usually it’s because they’re BIPOC communities which are usually looked over. So when doing 
this work and being on the ground I realized, that yeah Laredo really does struggle with that immensely and 
the few resources that we do have aren’t accommodating to the community. I learned that the local food 
banks require proper identification. So that means a bill of a place that you’re living at for proof of residency, 
some form of identification. Also if you live in a mixed status home, which is another thing I learned while 
doing this work, is when a household has people with and without citizenship, it really a�ects those kind of 
things. Usually those are the types of homes that need these services and they are not able to qualify or 
receive that kind of help that is supposed to be available for everyone. 

Interview Questions



Q: What is the community fridge movement about?
A: The community fridge movement is about food justice. It’s about understanding that this is something 

we shouldn’t even be fighting for because food should be something that we should all just have access 
to, because it is a born right like a lot of other things.

Q: Who can use the fridge? Are there any requirements?
A: Anyone can use the fridge! There are no requirements at all. The only things would be one of our 

locations that is within a community center, that one has certain hours but that would be the only one. 
The fridge is there for anyone who needs it, anyone who wants to donate. 

Q: What is the main form of communication to reach your users and give updates on the fridge?
A: The main form of communication we have to reach our users is through social media. We do make flyers 

and pass them around downtown or drop o� lit at some locations like food banks. Also just word of 
mouth really. It’s not the most e�cient and probably not the best but it’s the way I’ve seen it for now. 
We’re not reinventing the wheel here and taking the best practices from everybody like Houston, Dallas, 
or New York and finding what works best for Laredo. We’ve tried to do news and things like that, and we’re 
recently starting to go into schools and doing community work in classrooms. We’re still figuring it out.

Q: Do you keep track of who uses the fridge?  Who is your main demographic?
A: At two of our locations we have employees or “groundskeepers”  who kind of watch the area. There is no 

sign-in sheet or anything like that. It’s really just based on what we have donation wise, so based on the 
300 cans we brought in how many do we have left the next day or even in a few hours? So what we’ve 
seen there’s days where it’s empty. The little that we know, because there are some families who have 
contacted us directly and we make weekly donations to them and drop things o� at their homes so we 
know that kind of count. But when it comes to knowing how exactly is coming and going from out 
pantries and fridges we have no way to kind of know. 

Q: How many volunteers currently help with the fridge? How often do they check in on it?
A: We have about 8-12 volunteers. It all depends. A lot of these folks are friends or people we’ve met in the 

community that have full-time jobs, are teachers, lawyers, to just come by and do us the favor. But aside 
from that I carry a big weight of that because everyday or every other day I will stop by. 

Interview Questions



Q: How often do donations come in?
A: It varies. Since we don’t really keep track of folks that arrive sometimes we’ll show up and there’s like 20 

boxes of cereal. Sometimes it’s connections from the food bank, it really could be anyone. I wouldn’t say 
that we have any consistent donors, it’s kind of on a random basis. There could be a better way to gauge 
that but it would need a whole volunteer that would donate their whole time to keeping track, maybe on a 
Excel spreadsheet or something but we haven’t found that person yet. 

Q: How long does it usually take for the fridge to be cleared?
A: That’s also a hard one. At the beginning of the pandemic it was so hard to keep it stocked. But during the 

holidays I didn’t really have to worry about it. Some days were so stressful and then someone would 
come up and say “Hey I have loaves of bread” or “Hey I just made some tamales.” It’s been hard, coming 
out of the holidays we all get short on money and getting lost in all that it’s hard to fundraise. But working 
with other community organizations it’s something we are figuring out like, how do we fundraise as 
mutual aid organizations and create something where people can see that yes this is unorthodox but it is 
a way to do and we can start to build that trust and build that network. That’s one of our goals.

Q: What are some current issues you have with running the fridge?
A: Our current issue is donations and having a consistent income. During the Texas freeze there was a huge 

donation that we’ve just ran through at this point with upkeep for a whole year. Our Frontera Fridge has 
broken down on us over three times this summer and that cost us a lot. Then when I ended up getting 
sick with what felt like COVID that slowed us down a lot and then we had volunteers who got sick so that 
also slowed us down. The up-keeping is hard, because if it’s not the community donating how do we 
continue to keep it stocked? Because although we do have full-time jobs we can’t continue to always 
pour it in when it’s empty because it’s not viable for ourselves either. So it would be that, consistent 
donations and food in general. Because we do have some partnerships with the TAMIU Garden, they’ll 
donate whenever they have a harvest as well as the Canseco house. 

Interview Questions
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Q: What would make running the fridge easier for you and your team?
A: In ideal world, I’d love to have a headquarters that would be maintained by community. So that could be 

place where somebody says “Hey you guys can come in here and use this space” or a space that could 
be leased and paid for by the community funds where we can have a hub. Because like I said it’s a 
rotation of around 8-12 people depending on what it looks like. So through this small network a lot of us 
use our homes as storage spaces and we have signage everywhere. So it would just be a hub where 
people feel motivated and inspired to sign up to do this kind of work. Like I said, it’s hard to prove 
legitimacy with a mutual aid organization as opposed to a non-profit. I think that if we had a space and 
the support this would allow organizations like this to thrive and build consistency. 

Q: Do you think a resource like an app, kiosks, or any other technology could help the fridge?
A: 100%! It would be so dope if the city could do something like that for us because we’re basically doing the 

work, they’re not feeding or taking care of us - we’re taking care of ourselves. So since a lot of people don’t 
have access to social media and we’re just doing what we can with what we got until someone want’s to 
come help us. 

Q: Are there any other organizations like this one in Laredo?
A: Yes, we all really want to get on the same page in order to echo our message and unify ourselves to make 

sure we’re all building a network facilitating each other while not being the same thing and trying to build a 
Laredo that understands that.

Interview Questions



Interview with Ari Castaneda of the South Texas Food Bank

Q: In your experience, how much of an issue is food insecurity for the Laredo area?
A: With 30 percent of Laredoans living in poverty, food insecurity is prevalent issue. This coupled with the aftereects from 

the pandemic have really knocked many people down.

Q: Who can receive food from the Food Bank? Do you need to apply anywhere, or are there any requirements?
A: Anyone who finds themselves in need may receive food from South Texas Food Bank. While we oer TEFAP, The 

Emergency Food Assistance Program, in which individuals may come for an emergency bag, we have programs that 
require registration. Requirements for programs typically ask individuals to provide: current ID, proof of address and 
proof of income (i.e. pay stubs, income tax return, bank statements, etc.). Our CSFP program asks the same in addition 
to requiring prospective clients to be 60 years or older.

Q: Who is the primary demographic using your services?
A: We primarily serve the elderly.

Q: About how many people use your services every year? Did the COVID-19 pandemic impact that number at all?
A: Our demand amongst clients served increased by 200% as a result of the pandemic. We now serve anywhere between 

150,000- 170,000 individuals per month throughout our eighth counties.

Q: Why is it often dicult for people to qualify for SNAP/WIC benefits?
A: I think that would be very interesting! An app could help us keep better track of how our fridge and pantry is doing. A 

kiosk sounds like a great idea that could help us reach a lot more people who might not have internet access or have 
social media.

Q: Do you believe that a mobile app or kiosks around the city could be helpful to point people in the right 
direction for food services?

A:  Absolutely. Despite the dire need, many individuals do not know about the entire scope of a food bank’s services. We 
aim to reach our clients via social media channels and email so they may be well-informed and help us pass word to any 
neighbor or friend in need.

South Texas Food Bank



• Keeping track of when the fridge and/or pantry 
start to run low or receive a donation.

• Spreading the word about the community fridge 
for those who may not be on social media.

Main issues
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Color and Icon

Warm colors to give a welcoming feel
Inspired by colors of food.



Type

Take what you need, leave what you can.
Omnes, Regular - Clear, Friendly

Community Fridge
Gopher, Medium - Modern, Diverse
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Figma Link
https://www.figma.com/proto/DlhzrLYtAA5fz8IgzIq1GQ/-
Food4All?page-id=0%3A1&node-id=95%3A5618&viewport=332%2C48%2C0.19&scaling
=scale-down&starting-point-node-id=95%3A5618&show-proto-sidebar=1
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