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How to Start a Community Fridge and Help Your
Neighbors in Need
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They boomed during the pandemic, but even as the economy begins to rebound and vaccines

roll out, there's still a need for these mutual aid efforts.
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How to Start a Community Fridge and Help Your Neighbors in Need

They popped up seemingly overnight:.Fridges full of freefood in neighborhoodsaround the

country.The fridge is placed in an easily accessibleplace, where it's plugged into a host

outlet.People can come and take food or drop it off.If there isn't a fridge in your area, but

aneed exists, take some time to learn thepermit requirements in your city or state.You're also

going to need a fridgeand a place to plug it in somewhere.Finally, to succeed, there needs to

be a strongsense of community behind the fridge

https://www.marthastewart.com/8093161/how-start-community-fridge
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They popped up seemingly overnight: fridges full of free food in neighborhoods around the

country. Just like the Little Free Library model, where people leave and take books, people

come and take fresh produce or drop off extra food that will go uneaten in their homes.

Known as community, shared, or free fridges, these charitable resources have been around

for years, but they really caught on during the pandemic.

Credit: Michael M. Santiago/Getty Images

"I think one of the silver linings of the pandemic is that people's perception of risk and aid

changed," said Ernst Bertone Oehninger, co-founder of Freedge, which founded its first

community fridge in 2013. "Before the pandemic, the biggest obstacles to free fridges were

liability and perception, but COVID helped people see that anyone can be in need and it

helped make the fear of liability go away. We created a sense of community because we

needed to." Yet even as vaccines roll out and we get back to our routines, there's still a need

for these fridges. Here's what you need to know about starting one in your neighborhood.

Related: What Is an Agrihood?

How Do They Work?
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https://www.marthastewart.com/7753754/covid-19-coronavirus-etiquette-guide
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/create/link/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.marthastewart.com%2F8093161%2Fhow-start-community-fridge%3Futm_source%3Dpinterest.com%26utm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_campaign%3Dsocial-share-article%26utm_content%3D20210712%26utm_term%3Dundefined&media=https%3A%2F%2Fimagesvc.meredithcorp.io%2Fv3%2Fmm%2Fimage%3Furl%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fstatic.onecms.io%252Fwp-content%252Fuploads%252Fsites%252F34%252F2021%252F04%252F23%252Fgreen-community-fridge-getty-0421-2000.jpg&description=How%20to%20Start%20a%20Community%20Fridge%20and%20Help%20Your%20Neighbors%20in%20Need
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Think of the community fridge as a community garden or that Little Free Library down the

street, except in the form of a refrigerator. It's placed in an easily accessible place, where it's

plugged into a host outlet, typically outside a business that's permitted the use of its outlet

and electricity. People can come and take food or drop it off. There are several community

fridge networks including, Community Fridge Network, Free99fridge, and more. Some of

these networks, like Oehninger's Freedge, maintain not only a database of where fridges are

but also provide resources for people looking to start their own; they might even offer

funding. Some individuals have also started them on their own.

Each community fridge operates a little differently. For instance, some have certain days

where tables of non-perishable food are set up near the fridge. Others partner with

restaurants and supermarkets to get food that would otherwise go to waste. In Atlanta, where

the Free99Fridge network dedicates each fridge to a victim of police brutality in support of

the Black Lives Matter, resident Leah Abucaya routinely donates fresh greens from her

hydroponic garden system. "I noticed a lot of pre-made lunches, canned food, and fruits, as

well as toiletry kits and feminine hygiene kits in the fridges," said Abucaya. "I realized I had

an overabundance of veggies and greens at home from my Gardyn so instead of throwing out

produce when they start to get too mature, I decided to donate the greens."

How Can You Start a Community Fridge?

The first step is to do some research. You'll want to see if there's already a fridge in your area.

"If you have a skill set that would be beneficial I would reach out to your local fridge and let

them know," said Abucaya, who did just that with the Free99Fridge network.

If there isn't a fridge in your area, but a need exists, take some time to learn the permit

requirements in your city or state and what types of food can be shared. You can find

resources for that on Freedge. You're also going to need a fridge and a place to plug it in

somewhere. "We spent about four weeks going to different businesses giving them our pitch,"

said Sarah Ribeiro, who started the Allston and Brighton Community Fridges in Boston with

a group of her neighbors. Riberio and her neighbors were willing to cover the cost of

supplying power to a fridge, usually about $30 per month, although the businesses hosting

the fridges ended up covering the cost.

After getting the location and the fridge, there are logistics to think through. "Fridges work

well when they have a strong community behind them," Oehninger said, adding that

sometimes he and his partners would start a fridge and then leave a community, and the

fridge would flounder. To work the fridge needs community support and a team of people

responsible for it. "Be clear about your intentions from the get-go," said Riberio. "We're not a

charity; we're not a photo opp; we are doing this in response to a failing in our community,

and being outright about that helps people understand the mission." She adds, "Covid 19

shed light on a lot of inequalities. Food apartheid isn't going away as vaccines rollout, we'll be

available as long as there is a need for food, and that's a long road ahead of us."

https://www.changex.org/us/communityfridge
https://free99fridge.com/
https://www.marthastewart.com/7781652/food-editors-pantry-essentials
https://mygardyn.com/
https://www.instagram.com/allstonbrightonfridges/
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The Allston and Brighton Community Fridges include a volunteer network that sends

members to check on the fridges at least three times a day, ensuring the temperature is right,

that anything homemade is appropriately labeled, that any spills are cleaned up, and to check

for any spoilage.

How Else Can You Help?

If you don't have the resources or the time to start a fridge in your community, there are still

ways you can get involved. "The easiest way is to leave toiletry kits or food, whether it's

canned, or pre-made lunches. It's a simple and easy way to help your community," Abucaya.

"Donating is also very helpful for the people running the fridges who make sure they're

cleaned, organized, stocked, and not expired."

Oehninger is quick to point out that he sees the fridges as one part of a more comprehensive

solution to food waste and food insecurity. He'd like to see them connected to other

community actions, be it shared kitchens, gardens and food forests or even other mutual aid

initiatives such as mutual aid medics. "We see the fridge as a patch, as a band-aid the big

focus is on creating community," said Oehinger.

Popular in Food & Cooking

https://www.marthastewart.com/1538809/reduce-food-waste-tips-nrdc


5/20

Are We About to Experience a Maple Syrup Shortage?
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/syndication/possible-maple-syrup-shortage-2021
https://www.marthastewart.com/syndication/possible-maple-syrup-shortage-2021


6/20

What Side of a Cheese Grater Should You Use for Each Type of Cheese?
 Video

https://www.marthastewart.com/8103048/box-grater-sides-grating-cheese
https://www.marthastewart.com/8103048/box-grater-sides-grating-cheese


7/20

Make Better Cold Brew at Home with the Help of These Top Tools
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8113869/best-cold-brew-coffee-makers
https://www.marthastewart.com/8113869/best-cold-brew-coffee-makers


8/20

How Sana Javeri Kadri, Founder of Diaspora Co., Is Changing the Spice
Trade

https://www.marthastewart.com/8111796/diaspora-co-indian-spices-recipes
https://www.marthastewart.com/8111796/diaspora-co-indian-spices-recipes


9/20

The Essential Equipment You Need to Start Smoking Meats at Home
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8104697/smoking-meat-equipment-guide
https://www.marthastewart.com/8104697/smoking-meat-equipment-guide


10/20

How to Shop for a Juicer-Plus, Our Top Picks on the Market Right Now
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8108144/best-juicers
https://www.marthastewart.com/8108144/best-juicers


11/20

How to Use Your Freezer More Efficiently
 Video

https://www.marthastewart.com/8083066/how-efficiently-use-freezer-tips
https://www.marthastewart.com/8083066/how-efficiently-use-freezer-tips


12/20

Get to Know Umamicart, a Must-Shop Online Grocery Store for Asian
Ingredients

 Video

https://www.marthastewart.com/8109177/umami-cart-online-asian-grocery-store
https://www.marthastewart.com/8109177/umami-cart-online-asian-grocery-store


13/20

Why Is the Air Fryer Such a Must-Have Kitchen Appliance?
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8100669/what-is-an-air-fryer
https://www.marthastewart.com/8100669/what-is-an-air-fryer


14/20

Our Food Editors Share the First Recipes They Learned to Cook or Bake
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8104212/food-editors-earliest-cooking-baking-memories
https://www.marthastewart.com/8104212/food-editors-earliest-cooking-baking-memories


15/20

The Seven Best Toaster Ovens for Every Home Cook
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8101719/best-toaster-ovens
https://www.marthastewart.com/8101719/best-toaster-ovens


16/20

The Best Cutting Boards for Every Type of Cooking Project
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8105757/best-cutting-boards
https://www.marthastewart.com/8105757/best-cutting-boards


17/20

Can Cooling Racks Go in the Oven? Plus, How to Determine If Yours
Are Oven-Safe

 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8093858/can-cooling-racks-go-in-oven
https://www.marthastewart.com/8093858/can-cooling-racks-go-in-oven


18/20

How Long Do Pantry Staples Actually Keep?
 Video

https://www.marthastewart.com/8065667/shelf-life-pantry-staples
https://www.marthastewart.com/8065667/shelf-life-pantry-staples


19/20

Four Restaurant-Quality Supplies Worth Having in Your Home Kitchen
 Article

https://www.marthastewart.com/8099450/restaurant-quality-kitchen-supplies-use-at-home
https://www.marthastewart.com/8099450/restaurant-quality-kitchen-supplies-use-at-home


20/20

Is It Safe to Cook with Wooden Spoons?
 Video

Comments

Be the first to comment!

 

 

https://www.marthastewart.com/8100664/wooden-cooking-utensils-safety
https://www.marthastewart.com/8100664/wooden-cooking-utensils-safety

