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Nearly half a million received disaster food benefits after the 2018 storm. But the need is persistent in areas
like Trenton. BY JULI LEONARD 

TRENTON

As Rose Strayhorn-Bell stepped inside the Disaster Recovery Food Pantry on the Tuesday before
Thanksgiving, she peeled a yellow school visitor sticker off her blouse.

Hurricane Florence’s floodwaters caused severe damage to Strayhorn-Bell’s home in
Pollocksville, and she’s been living with her mother in Trenton since returning to Jones County 11
days after the storm. Strayhorn-Bell likened her change in living situations to “moving out of the
large can into the sardine can.” Substitute teaching is part of her effort to move back out.

“I’m just here to wish everybody a happy Thanksgiving,” Strayhorn-Bell said, greeting the
volunteers sitting around folding tables set up to make a U-shape around the room.
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From behind a pile of bags of Coco-Roos cereal, Rebecca Baines Cisse, who oversees the pantry,
said, “You’re not going to pick anything up today?”

“If I do, I’ll probably pick up more cereal,” Strayhorn-Bell said. But after making her way around
the tables, Strayhorn-Bell carried two plastic grocery bags, one laden with canned goods.

The Food Bank of Central & Eastern North Carolina’s Trenton pantry, the first of its kind set up by
the food bank itself, represents one of many efforts throughout the state to address the lingering
effect Hurricane Florence is having on food security. While about 720,000 people received
temporary disaster food benefits in the three months following Florence, state and federal
programs addressing food security often are geared toward the immediate aftermath of a disaster,
not the long-term recovery.

That has left a mixture of nonprofits, volunteers and officials trying to fill holes the storm blew
through pocketbooks, even as survivors scramble to save every dime to rebuild. The Food Bank
distributed 15 million pounds of food, water and supplies for disaster relief in the first year after
Florence, according to a report from the nonprofit. And Natalie Johnston launched the Pender
Food Project after Florence, cooking donated food in her home kitchen and delivering meals to
families living in rural areas around Burgaw.

“The more nourishment people get, the more motivated they are to tackle the really difficult tasks
of fighting for insurance, fighting for contractors to (fix) their homes (and) fighting with the county
for permits,” Johnston said. “Food as a good baseline is so key.”

THE FOOD BANK IS HOUSED IN A TRAILER IN TRENTON

The corner of Jones and Cherry streets in downtown Trenton seems at first blush like the
traditional hub of small-town life. A Realo drugstore stands on the northeast corner, a BB&T bank
on the southeast corner. In at least two directions, someone staring hard enough can see steeples
peeking over the trees.
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On the southwest corner of this intersection, on a bare piece of land behind a slim, two-story
building, sits the trailer that houses the Food Bank’s disaster pantry. The Food Bank owns and
supplies the pantry, the land it sits on is owned by Trenton Baptist Church and it is staffed by
volunteers from Bryant Chapel AME Zion Church in nearby Cove City.

During October, a Food Bank official said, the pantry served 3,000 families. On its slowest day
since opening after Florence, the pantry served 36 families.

Jessica Whichard, a Food Bank spokeswoman, wrote, “We’ll continue this for as long as our
network of partner agencies tell us the need is there — and a big part of that is in Jones County,
where the agencies that served that community haven’t been able to get back up and running with
enough supplies to support the people in that county.”

Mary Kelsey, left, gets help from her friend and neighbor, Sherry Atkinson, right, after picking up groceries for
herself and three grandkids at the Disaster Recovery Food Pantry in Trenton on Tuesday morning, Nov. 26, 2019.
Kelsey, who had hip surgery this past summer, lost a garage with several freezers filled with food due to flooding
from Florence. Juli Leonard JLEONARD@NEWSOBSERVER.COM
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Strayhorn-Bell typically visits on Tuesdays, occasionally making an additional stop later in the
week.

“It depends upon what my menu at home is, how much I use. I don’t come every day just to get
stuff and store it,” Strayhorn-Bell said, adding she typically tries to stretch the food.

Strayhorn-Bell has lived in Jones County for her entire life. Now, as she plans her future, she’s not
sure whether she wants to return to Pollocksville. Ideally, Strayhorn-Bell said, her next home will
be accessible for her husband, who has been living in a Pollocksville nursing home since suffering
a stroke before Florence.

For those who remain displaced, like Strayhorn-Bell, a trip to the food pantry means energy to plot
the next steps in a prolonged recovery, as well as the savings to afford them.

“If I can get the food, that’s my strength,” Strayhorn-Bell said. “That gives me the opportunity to
sit down, try to strategize, make plans and things like that — how to do other things, how to go
about getting out of there, trying to get money to get into my own place. I won’t have to take that
to buy food, I can be trying to save.”

FOOD INSECURITY LINGERS LONG AFTER HURRICANES

According to the federal Office of Disease Prevention, food insecurity is defined as the disruption
of food intake because of lack of money or resources, potentially causing hunger. In Louisiana
and Mississippi after Hurricane Katrina, researchers found that food insecurity among those who
were forced to move by the storm was significantly higher than the state average in the following
years.

The study, headed by Lauren Clay of D’Youville College in Buffalo, New York,, found that food
insecurity was higher among women, those in poor physical health, those in poor mental health
and those with low social support.

Clay’s team also performed a study in New Bern after Hurricane Florence, conducting interviews
in New Bern immediately after the storm and again six weeks, four months and one year later.
Interview subjects included local farmers, retail food stores, agencies responding to the disasters,
and people affected by the storm.

According to a paper Clay’s team published in the International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health, Florence’s impact on food security in New Bern was not limited to
those homes that suffered significant damage. For families with limited financial resources, a
power outage or using savings to evacuate could cause food insecurity.
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In North Carolina, food security efforts in the aftermath of a storm include emergency food and
water supplied by N.C. Emergency Management and FEMA, according to a N.C. Department of
Public Safety spokesman. Those efforts can then extend to mobile feeding stations set up by
volunteer groups; if there is a federal individual assistance declaration, longer-term efforts such as
the Disaster Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (D�SNAP) come into play.

A North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services spokeswoman said the agency
accepted its last round of D�SNAP applications for Florence on Nov. 9, 2018, but noted that local
food banks and pantries can offer aid. The spokeswoman also pointed to the state’s Back@Home
program. She said the ongoing initiative has helped 549 households who weren’t eligible for
FEMA’s individual assistance find housing by helping pay for rent, utilities and moving supplies
and other items, giving those families a place to store and cook food.

None of those efforts, though, explicitly address food security over the course of long-term
recovery.

Clay said nonprofits and other agencies that supply food described a persistent need long after
Florence, while local emergency management officials typically believed the situation had
improved. That wasn’t necessarily surprising, Clay added, as emergency management officials are
typically focused on getting a community functioning post-disaster, while community
organizations try to meet needs such as food.

“We need to shift to thinking about how we can build resilience and better plan for food so in the
future, during subsequent events, families can plan better,” Clay said.

FLOODING DAMAGED BANK AND PHARMACY RECORDS

According to the National Weather Service’s Morehead City office, the Trent River at Trenton
crested at 29.28 feet on Sept. 17, 2018, a record high for a river that reaches flood stage at 14 feet.
Standing in downtown Trenton last week, Audrey Ervin recalled that records in the bank and
pharmacy were destroyed in the flood and that the nearby church she attends suffered heavy
damage.

Ervin has been retired for about a year, but has spent much of that time helping people around
Jones County recover from Florence, including volunteering at the food pantry. Many in the area
are still homeless, Ervin said, and others are living in homes without appliances such as freezers
and stoves.

“They need help,” Ervin said. “They just cannot pay to get back in their homes at this time. Once
they get in and start kind of living the life or getting back where they were, then we can kind of

https://www.ncdhhs.gov/news/press-releases/residents-three-more-counties-affected-hurricane-florence-can-apply-help-buying
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maybe see the food source go down some. But right now, it’s not lightening up. They’re really in
need, desperately, of food.”

Rebecca Baines Cisse and her husband, Ibrahim Cisse, have overseen the disaster pantry since
February. Like other food agencies, meat is one of the most popular items the pantry provides.
Boost, the supplemental nutrition drink, is also in demand.

When people visit the pantry, Baines Cisse said, “They don’t just leave with one or two cans. We
try to stock them up so that they can feel good.”

Baines Cisse stressed that by picking up food at the pantry, families with already stretched
incomes can better save for repairs to their damaged homes. That’s particularly important in
Jones County, where the U.S. Census’ American Community Survey estimates the median income
at $37,526, well below North Carolina’s statewide median of $50,320.

Rebecca Baines Cisse, left, who manages the Disaster Recovery Food Pantry in Trenton, directs client Haywood
Jones, right, to the next table as he picks up food Tuesday morning, Nov. 26, 2019. Food insecurity in the greater
New Bern area post-Florence has increased as the area continues to struggle in its recovery. Juli Leonard
JLEONARD@NEWSOBSERVER.COM
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Baines Cisse added that she’s heard that when those who are displaced arrive at the homes they’re
sharing with friends or family members carrying a load of groceries, it can help create good will.

“They’re at least trying to show that, ‘We’re trying to get back where we were, and we’re also
offering help to the people that are providing us with living accommodations,’“ Baines Cisse said.

UNPLANNED MOVES, UNEXPECTED EXPENSES

In New Bern, Abundant Life Community Services Inc. is among the food bank’s partners.

Hazel Royal, the nonprofit’s director, has long worked to address food insufficiency in the city’s
Duffyfield neighborhood, where the agency and the church that house it are based. Duffyfield was
hit particularly hard by Florence, with every house on the street behind the church still standing
empty.

Many have moved out of the neighborhood, Royal said, sometimes leaving the city entirely.

“Even if you get social aid, that’s a process, and so you have to go through the process of getting
your feet back on the ground again. ... Normally, if you move, there’s a cost to it, and then if you
make an unplanned, unexpected move the financial hardship is even more,” Royal said.

After the storm, Royal added, Abundant Life offered trauma workshops to address mental health
and the stresses caused by the storm, as well as free childcare and a meal for kids while their
parents worked to determine their families’ next steps.

Royal said Abundant Life still gets calls every day from people looking for food.

PENDER FOOD PROJECT MAKES FINAL DELIVERY

About 76 miles south, Johnston of the Pender Food Project learned how to manage large-scale
cooking and delivery on the fly, focusing on rural parts of the county off N.C. 53.

Before Florence, many in the area were either struggling with food security or just getting by.
After Florence caused severe flooding, destroying homes, Johnston said, the food security
situation was “100 times worse.”

“There is absolutely no food security at all, whatsoever,” Johnston said. “There is a zero public
transportation, there are no cabs, no Ubers, there are zero corner stores, no grocery stores. Where
people live, they’d have to go 10 to 15 miles away to get to a grocery store.”

This weekend, after 15 months of 80- to 90-hour weeks, Johnston is making the Pender Food
Project’s final daily delivery. A grant she received through the federal government will expire that
day, and Johnston needs to make a living.

https://www.newbernsj.com/news/20171217/52-faces-of-community---hazel-royal
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Two months ago, seeing the end coming, Johnston started working with people she routinely
delivers to on plans for how they’ll get food once daily deliveries come to an end. Johnston intends
to deliver groceries monthly, but is concerned that those living in tents or campers won’t have any
place to store supplies.

“It’s been the biggest inner argument I’ve ever had,” Johnston said about the decision to stop.
“I’ve done this for 15 months and nobody else has, and I need to be proud and thankful, but part
of me feels horrible for stopping. ... I know they’re smart and resilient people and they’re going to
find their way, but I’m worried.”

This reporting is financially supported by Report for America/GroundTruth Project and The North
Carolina Local News Lab Fund, a component fund of the North Carolina Community Foundation. The
News & Observer maintains full editorial control of the work.
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Mary Kelsey, left, gets help from her friend and neighbor, Sherry Atkinson, right, after picking up groceries for
herself and three grandkids at the Disaster Recovery Food Pantry in Trenton on Tuesday morning, Nov. 26,
2019. Kelsey, who had hip surgery this past summer, lost a garage with several freezers filled with food due to
flooding from Florence. JULI LEONARD JLEONARD@NEWSOBSERVER.COM
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LOCAL

Smoky Mountains and Blue Ridge Parkway close
key roads for heavy snow, strong winds

BY MARK PRICE

DECEMBER 02, 2019 11:42 AM 

   

Travel through the Great Smoky Mountains has been halted via US 441 and large North Carolina segments of
the Blue Ridge Parkway are closed due to a predicted foot of snow Monday into Tuesday.
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SPONSORED CONTENT

Good Reasons to Go With a New
Oxygen Sensor

BY  FORD MOTOR COMPANY

Take Us With You

Real-time updates and all local stories you want right in
the palm of your hand.

RALEIGH NEWS & OBSERVER APP →

VIEW NEWSLETTERS →

SUBSCRIPTIONS

Start a Subscription

Customer Service

eEdition

Vacation Hold

Pay Your Bill

https://www.newsobserver.com/news/state/north-carolina/article237477344.html#storylink=moresection
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/state/north-carolina/
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/state/north-carolina/article237477344.html#storylink=moresection
http://www.newsobserver.com/advertise/sponsored-content/?prx_t=ZfQEAp6s3A-8EQA&ntv_oc=189&ntv_fr
http://www.newsobserver.com/advertise/sponsored-content/?prx_t=ZfQEAp6s3A-8EQA&ntv_oc=189&ntv_fr
http://www.newsobserver.com/advertise/sponsored-content/?prx_t=ZfQEAp6s3A-8EQA&ntv_oc=189&ntv_fr
http://www.newsobserver.com/advertise/sponsored-content/?prx_t=ZfQEAp6s3A-8EQA&ntv_oc=189&ntv_fr
https://www.facebook.com/newsandobserver
https://twitter.com/newsobserver
https://www.youtube.com/user/newsobservertube
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/the-raleigh-news-observer/id399175255?mt=8
http://t.news.newsobserver.com/webApp/mccSignupPage?siteName=newsobserver
https://account.newsobserver.com/static/subscribe/#navlink=mi_footer
https://www.newsobserver.com/customer-service/#navlink=mi_footer
https://www.newsobserver.com/e-edition/today
https://mcciservices.newscyclecloud.com/cgi-bin/cmo_mcc-c-cmdb-est-01.sh/custservice/web/login.html?siteid=RAL#navlink=mi_footer
https://mcciservices.newscyclecloud.com/cgi-bin/cmo_mcc-c-cmdb-est-01.sh/custservice/web/login.html?siteid=RAL#navlink=mi_footer


12/9/2019 In Eastern NC, Florence continues to cause food insecurity | Raleigh News & Observer

https://www.newsobserver.com/news/weather-news/article237756914.html 20/20

COPYRIGHT

COMMENTING POLICY

REPORT NEWS

PRIVACY POLICY

TERMS OF USE

LEARN MORE

About Us

Contact Us

Newsletters

News in Education

Triangletoday.com

Legal Notices

Archives

ADVERTISING

Advertise With Us

About Our Ads

Place a Classified

https://www.newsobserver.com/customer-service/copyright/#navlinks=footer
https://www.newsobserver.com/customer-service/commenting-policy/#navlinks=footer
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/submit-news/#navlink=mi_footer
https://www.newsobserver.com/customer-service/privacy-policy/#navlink=mi_footer
https://www.newsobserver.com/customer-service/terms-of-service/#navlink=mi_footer
http://www.newsobserver.com/customer-service/about-us/#navlink=mi_footer
http://www.newsobserver.com/customer-service/contact-us/#navlink=mi_footer
http://t.news.newsobserver.com/webApp/mccSignupPage?siteName=newsobserver#navlink=mi_footer
https://k12nie.com/?p=newsobserver/#navlink=mi_footer
http://www.triangletoday.com/#navlink=mi_footer
http://www.legalnotice.org/pl/newsobserver/landing1.aspx#navlink=mi_footer
https://newsobserver.newsbank.com/#navlink=mi_footer
http://www.nandomediacompany.com/#navlink=mi_footer
https://www.newsobserver.com/customer-service/privacy-policy/#interest_advertising
https://classifieds.newsobserver.com/#navlink=mi_footer

