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A C H I E V I N G  H E A LT H  E Q U I T Y  T H R O U G H  C R O S S - S E C T O R  C O L L A B O R AT I O N

Many organizations are doing important work to address Social Determinants of Health in their 
communities. The Root Cause Coalition seeks to document how members’ initiatives, programs and 
policies have pivoted to meet growing inequities during Covid-19. The following insights and  
perspectives come from Richard Ayoub, Executive Director of Project Angel Food.  

1. PLEASE TELL US ABOUT YOUR ORGANIZATION AND ITS PRIMARY FOCUS? 
Project Angel Food prepares and delivers over one million medically tailored meals each year, free-of-
charge to homes of men, women, and children affected by life-threatening illnesses. Project Angel Food 
was founded in 1989 by Marianne Williamson in response to the AIDS crisis. Today 13 million meals later, 
Project Angel Food provides healthy food to people living with HIV, heart disease, lung disease, kidney 
failure and cancer throughout Los Angeles County.

2. WHAT IMPACT DID COVID-19 HAVE ON THE POPULATION THAT YOU SERVE?
Since the pandemic, our client base increased from 1,500 to 2,300 people fed per day, a 50 percent 
increase throughout 4,700-plus square miles of Los Angeles County. Our delivery routes have increased 
from 37 to 47. 

In April and May we received—and answered – a call for help every 10 minutes. 

New client enrollment went from 75 people per month to 200. Due to ongoing demand, we are working 
diligently to enroll any wait-listed client. Project Angel Food is judgement free. If a client is referred and 
qualifies, he or she is enrolled in the program without question. 

Our kitchen has increased production, from 60,000 meals a month to a 95,000, enabling us to hit a 
milestone in 2020: one million meals delivered! 

We have become the agency other food agencies turn to when traditional settings for aiding food-insecure 
clients (congregate meals, food pantries) are no longer safe. We are one of the few agencies delivering 
meals to Angelenos who test positive for COVID-19. These individuals must remain homebound and 
self-quarantined and have no other resource for home food delivery. Both the City of and the County of  
Los Angeles direct individuals in need to Project Angel Food. 

We provided clients with three weeks’ worth of shelf-stable meals, and hygiene kits consisting of hand 
sanitizer, masks and toilet paper. 

We had to temporarily suspend our volunteer program, losing the services of more than 4,700 helpers, 
supporters and friends, and with them, a large number of corporate donations. To replace volunteers, we 
hired 16 out-of-work chefs and gig economy workers to aid in our kitchen/dispatch, at an unbudgeted cost 
of over $50,000 a month, increasing kitchen productivity. 
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To aid clients who are feeling socially isolated, we piloted a phone contact program, Telephone Angels, 
pairing volunteers with homebound clients for weekly calls. This enables clients to feel less lonely – 
especially during the pandemic, while volunteers can still exercise their philanthropic purpose. 

To operate safely we made major changes to our HVAC system, added an air purification system, provided 
ongoing staff education around best safety practices, provided staff with PPE, maintained social distancing 
at the agency; those who could work remotely did so. Both facility and vans are deep cleaned with greater 
frequency, and high touch areas are disinfected multiple times a day. 

While vaccines have come to Los Angeles, the rollout is slow, and with new virus variants, no one knows 
what the coming months will hold. Through the support of funders and donors, Project Angel Food will 
continue to bring food, and comfort, to those who so desperately need our services. 

3. HOW HAS COVID CHANGED HOW YOUR ORGANIZATION OPERATES?
 • Put a pause on all volunteers in the kitchen and hired out of work restaurant chefs to help us  
    through COVID and beyond. 
 • Installed plexiglass separated throughout the kitchen and offices to keep people socially distant  
      and protected. 
 • Maintain an outside cleaning crew that does deep cleanings 2-3 times a week on top of our  
    internal cleaning crew. 
 • Wipe down high touch areas light doorknobs and light switches every two hours or so.  
 • Conduct weekly COVID testing on the premises for our staff. 
 • Vaccinated 75 percent of our staff.
 • Provide contact-less meal deliveries but still do a visual check of the client. 
 • Started a new program to combat social isolation: The Everest Foundation Telephone Angels  
    Program, where volunteers check in on clients with a cheer up phone call and become phone  
    buddies. 
 • Continued remote work for some staff members.
 • Developed an agreement with St. Vincent Meals on Wheels where each organization serves as 
     each other’s backup kitchen in the event that either are shut down due to COVID.

4. OVER THE LAST YEAR, WHAT DO YOU CONSIDER TO BE SOME OF THE MOST IMPORTANT 
LESSONS LEARNED THAT CHANGED THE WAY YOU APPROACH YOUR WORK?
We realized we could do more and quicker than we ever imagined. Before COVID we were preparing, 
cooking and delivering 600,000 meals a year and having 5-8 percent growth every year. But in 2020 we broke 
all records and delivered 1 million meals! Essentially 40 percent growth. We figured it out, because we had 
to. Now we want to reimagine our facility so that we can have the capacity to reach 2 million in one year.

5. WHAT OTHER INFORMATION WOULD YOU SHARE THAT IS RELEVANT TO YOUR 
ORGANIZATION ADAPTING DURING THE PANDEMIC? WE ARE ESPECIALLY INTERESTED IN 
ANY CROSS-SECTOR COLLABORATION, UNIQUE PARTNERSHIPS OR OTHER INNOVATIVE 
APPROACHES TO ADDRESSING SDOH DURING THE PANDEMIC.
During the early days of the pandemic, Project Angel Food was the agency that everyone turned to 
because we kept our doors open and ramped up production in a rapid fashion.  For example, when St. 
Vincent Meals on Wheels needed 2,500 frozen meals to help them convert from chilled meals to frozen, 
they came to us. When the City of West Hollywood had a vendor that couldn’t provide meals for food 
insecure seniors, Project Angel Food stepped in. And when the Central Hollywood Neighborhood Council 
identified hundreds of seniors in their district, we came to the rescue. 

We contracted with Anthem to provide meals to their clients with congestive heart failure, hypertension 
and diabetes and created a valuable resource by closing the feedback loop to them. 

We received a grant from LA Care to take 151 of their patients off our wait list. Last, when we realized our 
clients were feeling extra lonely because of COVID and our contact-less deliveries, we partnered with the 
Everest Foundation and created a new Everest Foundation Telephone Angels Program to combat isolation 
by having volunteers do check-in calls on our clients.


