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In A Christmas Carol, we see the repeated 
importance of giving back to the community. 
A common way to find connection to others 
and give back is through food; Scrooge buys 
the “prize turkey” for the Cratchit family, who 
are in financial trouble and unable to afford a 
Christmas feast. Here in Portland, there are a 
number of organizations that work year-round to 
help residents with food security. Food security 
is broadly defined as having regular access 
to healthy and affordable food; food insecurity 
can take many forms, such as a lack of food 
sources or economic inability to buy groceries. 
From working with local farms to operating food 
pantries to providing sustainable cafeteria food, 
there is a large variety of what non-profits do 
to fight food insecurity. One such community 
organization is Wayside Food Programs 
(Wayside); below is an interview with Mary 
Zwolinski, the Executive Director. 
 
Jae-Yeon Yoo (JY): What is your role as 
Executive Director of Wayside?

Mary Zwolinski (MZ): As the Executive Director 
of Wayside, I oversee things on a macro level-
finances, development, strategic planning, HR, 
etc. I work closely with the Wayside team to 
ensure that the details of the day-to-day programs 
and operations are successful.
 
JY: Could you tell me more about what this 
organization offers the community?

MZ: We have a lot going on! There’s our Food 
Rescue Program, where we receive food from 
other food establishments (such as grocery 
stores, restaurants, and the like) that has been 
discarded but is still perfectly edible. We save 
around a million pounds of food from being 
wasted, bring that back to our warehouses, then 
redistribute it to those in need. We also provide 
14 free meals per week in Portland, South 
Portland, and Westbrook, as well as running 
mobile food pantries. Another program that we 
run provides healthy snacks for community 
centers, so that kids can have something to eat 
after school. Other community events are pop-up 
picnics in the summer, bi-monthly gatherings at 

Portland public schools for families and students 
who are new to Maine, and senior food boxes. 

JY: What else would you like people to know 
about Wayside Food Programs?

MZ: We prioritize respect for all the people we 
work with. All of the food we provide through all of 
our programs is free—we do not charge partner 
agencies or individuals for anything. The Wayside 
staff is dedicated to our community. Our Board of 
Directors is committed to ensuring that Wayside 
offers meaningful compensation, reflecting the 
values and respect we bring to the work we do 
and the people we work with. Only one person 
has left their job here in the last five years—that 
tells me we’re doing something right.

JY: Why do you work at Wayside?

MZ: I believe access to food is a right of all 
people. Wayside makes that as easy as possible 
while ensuring that the food we share with our 
community is nutritious and culturally-appropriate.
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MZ:  Maine is the #1 state in New England for 
highest food insecurity, so it’s a problem that the 
entire state is struggling with. It isn’t because 
there isn’t enough food—actually, Maine used 
to be the breadbasket of the country and we still 
even export food out of the state—but we don’t 
have a lot of money in Maine. The issue comes 
down to poverty and not having enough money 
to purchase food; food insecurity and poverty 
are completely linked to one another here. 

JY: Is there anything else you’d like to add?
 
MZ: Remember, especially during these festive 
holiday times, that you can’t really “see” food 
insecurity. Check on your neighbors, check 
on your friends and your parents’ friends. 
Make sure that they’re eating good food and 
direct them to resources—like Wayside, other 
nonprofits, soup kitchens, church benefits, etc.—
if they are in need. Look out for each other. 

JY: That’s wonderful. Could you elaborate 
a little more about what “culturally-
appropriate” food means for you?

MZ: Here in Portland, we have a large Muslim 
population, so culturally-appropriate food is a big 
deal. We’d never serve anything with pork in it, 
for example, because we want to be aware of 
the fact that a lot of people don’t eat pork, due 
to their religious preferences. Instead of pork, 
we try to provide vegetarian and fish options. 
We also ask ourselves, what kinds of food will 
people genuinely enjoy eating? We have different 
dishes we serve to different people, such as 
specific kids’ menus, for example. People usually 
avoid food if they can’t eat it for cultural/religious 
reasons, or if they’re afraid to try something 
new. We want people to eat the healthiest option 
possible, but that also involves making it easy to 
eat. So, we try to provide fresh, healthy options 
that are accessible to all and taste good. 

JY: We hear a lot about the term “food 
insecurity,” but what does that specifically 
look like in Portland, Maine?

a WaysIde Volunteer loadIng a Van WIth grocerIes, 
as Part of the food rescue Program. 


