
 
 

 
How can my city fight hunger and 
support grassroots charity? 

With so many out of work and struggling to provide for their families, city leaders should not 

discourage the kindness of neighbors. But government crackdowns on people trying to feed the 

hungry and help the homeless have become increasingly common. From shutting down food 

pantries to requiring expensive permits for charitable activity, policies designed to protect health 

and safety can end up denying opportunities to address vulnerable residents’ needs.  

How are municipalities criminalizing helping the poor? 

• Preventing food sharing: Local governments use a variety of regulatory tools to crack 

down on food sharing in the name of “health and safety.” This happens in cities across the 

country – from Clarkston, WA, where one woman is currently fighting for her right to share 

food with her neighbors through her little free pantry, to Kansas City, MO, where health 

department officials poured bleach onto food intended to be given to the homeless 

because the food was not prepared in a commercial kitchen.  

• Overregulating food donated to homeless shelters: Cities often allow donations of food, 

but only boxed or canned food, which means that some people can never get fresh fruit, 

vegetables, or bread. NYC banned donations to homeless shelters of food that the city 

cannot assess the salt, fat and fiber content of to monitor the diets of those in the shelter.  

• Using zoning laws to make it illegal to shelter the homeless on private property: Zoning 

codes across the country should accommodate the needs of people that are being creative 

with their property in an attempt to serve the homeless. In Akron, OH, Sage Lewis 

attempted to create a safe haven for the city’s homeless on his commercial property. 

Unfortunately, the city deemed providing private outdoor space for the homeless illegal 

under city zoning laws.  

Residents should be allowed to serve their neighbors in need without being handicapped by local 

regulations. Below are strategies your city can pursue to ensure that the community can serve 

their most vulnerable. 

To fight hunger and support grassroots charity, cities should:  

✓ Allow people to donate and share food without permits. If permits to food share are 

necessary, keep them affordable and easy to obtain.  

✓ Remove rules that overregulate the nutrition of donated food. Cities should not let 

perfectly good food go to waste when so many are hungry.   

https://ij.org/case/washington-little-free-pantry/
https://www.kshb.com/news/local-news/kcmo-health-dept-defends-pouring-bleach-on-food-intended-for-homeless
https://www.kshb.com/news/local-news/kcmo-health-dept-defends-pouring-bleach-on-food-intended-for-homeless
https://newyork.cbslocal.com/2012/03/19/bloomberg-strikes-again-nyc-bans-food-donations-to-the-homeless/
https://ij.org/case/akron-right-to-shelter/
https://ij.org/case/akron-right-to-shelter/


 
How can my city fight hunger 
and support grassroots charity? 

Reform zoning codes to allow adaptability when a community member finds a new, innovative method for 
serving their community. 

 

City leaders can be a force for entrepreneurs by removing regulatory obstacles, and the Institute 

for Justice (IJ) can help. We work alongside city officials to:   

• Research requirements: We research what it takes to start a business in cities, including all 

of the steps and costs. We can also share best practices for how other cities dealt with 

similar policy issues. 

• Conduct surveys: We host roundtables and compile feedback from entrepreneurs with 

first-hand experience navigating the licensing process.  

• Advocate: We work with agencies and councilmembers to enact regulatory and legislative 

changes that truly make a difference for entrepreneurs. 

Contact us to discuss tailored recommendations for how your city can remove 

unnecessary obstacles to charity. 

IJ is a nonprofit law firm that works with city officials, entrepreneurs, and 

advocates to remove regulatory barriers to entrepreneurship. For more 

information, visit https://2021initiative.com. 

 

https://2021initiative.com/local-economic-opportunity/increase-access-to-food-and-create-jobs/encourage-rather-than-outlaw-grassroots-charity/
https://2021initiative.com/

