
Livingston resident Ilene Isaacs is a 
veteran of “fresh food rescue,” having 
spent two decades overseeing Table to 

program in New Jersey. 
Table to Table collects prepared 

and perishable food that would oth-
erwise be wasted, and delivers it to 
organizations that serve the hungry in 
Bergen, Essex, Hudson and Passaic 
counties. 

Isaacs has long felt concerns for the 
fair rights of people. “The desire is to 
have everybody on an equal footing,” 
she said. She was interested in social 

has held leadership roles at a variety 
of services including an early child-
hood program, a community center, 
an arts organization for individuals 
with disabilities, and an independent 
living program for adults with devel-
opmental disabilities.      

“There was one thing I consistently 
saw,” Isaacs said, “You could have the 
most incredible program, the greatest 
goals, but if somebody was hungry, 
if a mother was worried about what 
a child was going to eat at night, you 
could take that training or dress for 
success program… ” upset, she trailed 
off.  She knew mothers who hadn’t 

Resident Leads Food Rescue Operation
eaten for three days because they 
were saving whatever they had for 
their children. 

“Before I feel like I’ve done all 
I can, I had to focus on food, that 

When Table to Table was started 
in 1999, the founders and most of the 
donors were from Bergen County, 

Passaic County residents. 
“But in the past eight to ten years, 

we recognized that Essex County and 
Newark were in tremendous need,” 
Isaacs explained. “We started with 
a million meal initiative; at the time 
we were bringing the equivalent of 
about 500,000 meals a year into 
Newark.”  

In 2021 alone, enough food for 
15 million meals was distributed in 
Essex County, representing nearly 
40 percent of Table to Table’s total 
food distributions. Table to Table 
brings food to recipient partners 
in Newark, Harrison, East Orange, 
West Orange, Irvington and, after 
a pause to COVID, will soon start 
again in Belleville.

“We’re here to feed people, that’s 
the bottom line, the top line, and 
everything that we do,” Isaacs said. 

“How can we live in one of the 
wealthiest parts of the country and 
have people living ten minutes away 
who don’t have dinner at night?” 

As a food rescue, Table to Table 
focuses strictly on fresh, not pack-
aged foods. “There is nothing like 

-
etables, and protein and dairy, it’s so 
essential to growth and development 
and well being,” Isaacs said. “We go 
to supermarkets, food distributors, 
meal kit companies, and restaurants 
for food that is still good to eat, that 
is nutritious, and still in date. But 
for whatever reason it can’t be sold, 
whether it’s too close to the expira-
tion date, they bought it incorrectly, 
or there was a weather problem. And 
they can donate it to us.” 

By providing the food at no cost, 
no money changes hands, she ex-
plained.

Food is delivered to the organi-
zations that know the community, 
the language, the culture: including 
church pantries, school and neigh-
borhood distribution hubs, and free 
fresh produce markets.   

“They know the people who are 
in need and what will bring people 
to come in to receive the food,” she 
said. The food rescue serves vulner-
able populations, such as people 
experiencing homelessness at Bessie 
Green Community; children at La 
Casa de Don Pedro’s Early Learning 
Center; struggling families at the 
ICC Family Success Center; and 
older adults living at Grace West and 
Villa Victoria subsidized housing 
developments.

“It’s called food rescue because 
that’s what we’re doing,” Isaacs said. 
“We’re not buying food or taking 
new food. We’re literally rescuing 
food that would have been thrown 
out, and rescuing it to bring to feed 
people.”

The recipient organizations pro-
vide educational, legal, and other 
services, and can use their budget 
dollars to work on programming. 

“And people can go through 
the programming because they are 
nourished with good food,” Isaacs 

step.”
The organization bases its suc-

cess on pounds, and the number of 
agencies they reach. In  2021, it had 
enough food for 39 million meals, 
which is about 25 million pounds, 
Isaacs reported. 

Community Help
Through the program, members of 

the community are able to help one 
another. In Newark, for example, 
the schools distribute the food to 
their students, families and other 

 Ilene Isaacs, executive director of Table to Table, views the 
fruits and vegetables at the free fresh produce market in the Bessie 
Green Community. Table to Table introduced the market four years 
ago.

community members.  
“It’s a wonderful way to get 

parents and caretakers interested in 
being at the school, getting the food, 
meeting one another,” Isaacs noted. 
“The community starts to help one 
another.”

At the Central High School dis-
tribution hub in Newark, she said, 
the football team helps unload the 
pallets, students with disabilities 
help sort the food, and caregivers 
become part of the school community 
on distribution day.

“People shop and do not pay, it’s 
like a beautiful farmer’s market,” 
said Isaacs. “There is a sense of 
community. If someone can’t come, 
a neighbor will take a bag and bring 
it to them. It goes beyond the beauty 

The markets often have a nutri-
tionist who can advise people about 
nutrition, food and health.  

While the goal sounds relatively 
straightforward, the logistics are 
anything but.  Food is picked up in 
refrigerated trucks and distributed 
to more than 200 organizations in 
about half a dozen counties.

“Our focus is to be the best food 
sourcers, to pick up and deliver 
safely, and make sure it gets in the 
hands of the people who need it,” 
she said. 

director, has a lean staff: seven driv-
ers and several people who handle 
sourcing, operations, and fundrais-
ing.  Corporate and other volunteers 
may assist with loading, unpacking, 
and fundraising. Table to Table 
does not take government funds 
and is not part of a large umbrella 
organization. 

“Every year, we start with a blank 
slate,” Isaacs said. “We write a lot 
of grants, a lot of individuals give 
money, and we have fundraising 
events. COVID was not too good 
to us with fundraising having to turn 
virtual but we pivoted, we did it, and 
this year we’re back in person.”  A 
virtual walk took place in the spring, 
and will be followed by in-person 
events, including a golf outing on 
June 13 and a  Chef’s Gala on Sep-
tember 21.

Food donors in Livingston, she 
said, include the Aldi grocery store, 
and FCC Products, and more than 

from the town. 
The “Bag a Lunch, Help a Bunch” 

initiative has been supported by 
Livingston schools over the years, 
including Mt. Pleasant, Hillside, 
Riker Hill and Harrison elementary 
schools, along with Mt. Pleasant and 
Heritage Middle Schools. The prem-

ise is to take what one would spend 
one day on lunch, and donate it to 
help feed somebody else lunch. 

“The kids understand a dollar, and 
learn that one dollar equals ten meals 
in our world,” Isaacs explained. 

COVID and Hurricane Ida
The number of people needing 

food skyrocketed when COVID hit, 
Isaacs said, as people lost their jobs 
or businesses and needed assistance, 

“The number of food insecure in 
New Jersey went from about 800,000 
people to up to 1.2 million,” Isaacs 
said. “A third of the children in Essex 
are food insecure.”

At the same time, she said, food 
donations during the pandemic 
reached an all-time high. Farms, for 
example, couldn’t bring their food 
to customers. 

The organization didn’t miss a 
day because of COVID. “We shifted 
schedules, our drivers were out 
there every day. There were lines of 
300 cars, 500 cars, people waiting 
for food.  If you advertised a food 
distribution at 11 a.m., people are 
waiting at 8 a.m.” 

Just as the situation started to 
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On September 1, 2021, all seven 

“You couldn’t rent or buy a truck 
because of supply chain shortages,” 
Isaacs said. It was a Wednesday, and 
most of the deliveries take place in 
the latter part of the week.

“But it is truly a community food 
rescue,” she said. “It only took two 
days to get back up and running.” She 
sent a letter to the Board; one of the 
members contacted her temple; the 
rabbi put a call to his congregants, 

and one of them had a business with 
a truck.  

“The owner could not give us the 
truck because it had a kind of lease 
arrangement,” Isaacs said. “Our driver 
accompanied the truck’s driver, pick-
ing up pallets of food and delivering 
to our refrigerated warehouse in 
Secaucus.” 

New App Lets People Help
Some food rescues are too small for 

the trucks to deliver, and some people 
who want to help cannot do so on a 
regular schedule.  

Table to Table piloted an app in 
Bergen County last April that connects 
small food donors with individual 
volunteers.  It was so successful – in 
that one year, volunteers rescued 
234,210 pounds of food and 195,175 
meals – that it expanded to the other 
three primary counties the group 
serves this May.

“A food donor hits the app to let 
us know there are three trays at a 
particular restaurant or grocery, come 
and pick it up. The app lights up for 
all the volunteers who have said they 
are interested in doing this.  Some-
one claims the rescue, and the app 
tells them where they can drop it off, 
usually a food pantry or shelter,” she 
explained. “It’s the perfect kind of 
volunteering because people want to 
do the right thing. They just don’t have 
the time, or the time they have doesn’t 
necessary hook up. You could do this, 
and do good, in a half hour.” 

The rollout in Essex County focuses 
on a ten-mile radius. I-Rescue is avail-
able on iOS and Google Play. 

For more information, go to table-
totable.org.

 Aaron Breznick, who drives for Table to Table, and director 
Ilene Isaacs are shown in Newark, unpacking fresh food for a recipi-
ent organization.
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