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I. Leave the Edges of the Field

In the Book of Ruth, found in the Holy Bible, a poor widow follows behind the harvesters in a
stranger’s field, gathering what the reapers left behind. It wasn’t an accident that there was
something left to gather — the law required it. Landowners were instructed to leave the edges of
their fields unharvested, on purpose, for exactly this reason.

Today, that same instinct shows up in stranger places: a box of extra zucchini on a porch with a
“free” sign taped to it, a neighbour posting in a local group that they overbought at the farmers’
market, a church basement that quietly restocks itself every Thursday. The form has changed. The
impulse hasn’t.

II. Widening the Word

Gleaning is usually defined narrowly — collecting crops left in a field after a commercial harvest.
That definition is accurate, but it’s also too small for what’s actually happening around us. If the
real idea behind gleaning is preventing good food from going to waste while it moves toward the
people who need it, then the word should cover more ground: surplus rescued from a farm, from a
grocery backroom, from a restaurant kitchen, or from a neighbour’s fridge. Field, store, and home
aren’t different categories of gleaning — they’re the same ethic showing up at different points along
the same food supply chain.

Seen this way, gleaning isn’t a niche agricultural practice with a biblical footnote. It's a spectrum,
running from large, organized food rescue operations all the way down to one person quietly
making sure nothing they can’t use goes to waste. That’s the definition this article works from.

ITI. A Resource Hiding in Plain Sight

Researchers who study food loss are increasingly treating gleaning as exactly this: an underused
resource rather than a fringe activity. Farms lose a meaningful share of what they grow before it
ever reaches a buyer — often for reasons that have nothing to do with the food’s actual quality, and
everything to do with cosmetic standards or market timing. Organizations tracking this are now
working to measure it systematically and build better national data, precisely because stronger
numbers make the case for investment harder to ignore. The pattern holds all along the chain, not
just in fields — produce gets passed over for cosmetic reasons, restaurants overproduce,
households buy more than they use. None of this is a failure of the system so much as a predictable
byproduct of how food moves at scale. The opportunity is in catching more of it, earlier, before it’s
wasted rather than after.

IV. The Gleaning Dispensary



What would it look like to build gleaning into a physical, permanent piece of civic infrastructure?
Picture a space stocked from both gleaned and donated food, laid out like an ordinary grocery store
— aisles, sections, a checkout. The person shopping there scans their groceries exactly like anyone
else would. The only difference is the price: zero.

That scan data is worth taking seriously, not as a novelty but as a tool. It tells the people running
the dispensary, and the farms and grocers supplying it, exactly what’s moving and what isn’'t —
which means surplus can be routed toward what people actually want rather than whatever’s
easiest to hand off. That’s a real improvement over the guesswork most donation systems run on
today. It’s worth being precise about what this data is good for, though: because the price is zero, it
can’t tell us much about what people would pay in a normal store. Its value is in logistics —
matching supply to need — not in setting prices elsewhere. Used for that purpose, it’'s a genuine
upgrade to how surplus gets managed.

V. Who Builds It, Who Works There

In Manitoba, this kind of infrastructure wouldn’t be starting from nothing. Churches already form
the backbone of the province’s food security network, running a large share of the agencies
connected to the central hub coordinating food distribution across the region. A gleaning
dispensary fits naturally into that existing structure rather than requiring an entirely new one.

It could also do more than distribute food. Paid, honorarium-based roles at a dispensary could offer
meaningful work to people who face real barriers to conventional employment — a model with
precedent in existing warehouse-skills training programs already running in the province. High
school work-experience placements are a natural second stream, giving students real, structured
hours in a setting that also serves their own community.

VI. Where It Lives

Every city has buildings sitting empty for years, slowly decaying, while the neighbourhoods around
them go without services they need. Winnipeg already has a legal mechanism for turning that
around: its vacant and derelict buildings bylaw allows the city to take title to long-neglected
properties and transfer them to community groups. This isn’t hypothetical — Habitat for Humanity
has already received properties this way.

One category of building deserves particular attention: closed bank branches. Winnipeg has real,
lived experience with this already. In Winnipeg North, a community that lost ten bank branches
over six or seven years eventually convinced CIBC to sell its vacant branch building to the
community for a single dollar, which became the Alternative Community Financial Services Centre.
Elsewhere in Canada, Scotiabank has donated a vacant branch outright to a community drop-in
centre. Bank branches are, in a practical sense, close to ready-made for this purpose — secure,
centrally located, built for public foot traffic, and often standing empty in exactly the
neighbourhoods that need a dispensary most. A gleaning dispensary is a natural, named use case
for these properties.

Private donation could extend this further. Canada once came close to exempting donated real
estate from capital gains tax the same way it already does for donated securities — a measure
proposed in the 2015 federal budget but cancelled before it ever took effect. Reviving a version of
that policy, specifically for donations that fund food security infrastructure, would give property
owners a concrete reason to put unused buildings toward exactly this kind of use.

VII. A New Attitude, Not a New Charity

The point of the gleaning dispensary isn’t to build a better food bank. It’s to build something that
doesn’t feel like one — a space that runs on the same instinct as leaving the edges of a field



unharvested, scaled up with modern tools, but still carrying the dignity of choice, the closeness of a
church basement, and the plainness of a neighbour saying take some, there’s plenty. Held honestly,
that’s a genuinely different attitude toward surplus than the one most institutional systems run on
today — and it’s one worth building toward, deliberately, rather than leaving to chance.

VIII. Back to the Field

Somewhere in Winnipeg, right now, there’s a building with plywood over its windows. There’s also,
somewhere nearby, a field with food still in it after the harvest is done. The oldest idea in this
article is also the simplest one: leave something behind, on purpose, for whoever comes next.
Everything else is just figuring out how to do that well, at scale, here.
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