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Helping public places to adapt safely
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Developed by

In partnership with

Funded by

Food banks provide support to people 
in crisis, and the need for their services 
increased significantly during lockdown. This 
Covid-19 Safer Spaces guide is designed to 
help food banks adapt and continue to serve 
their communities safely.

Developed by architects IF_DO, in partnership with the Trussell Trust, this 
free-to-use guide sets out clear steps for how to safely reopen food banks 
across the UK. Visual diagrams illustrate the spatial adaptations required 
for services to begin to resume, and also offers ideas on how to create a 
welcoming environment through signage, stickers and informal seating 
arrangements. The elements illustrated in this guide should be applied and 
adapted to the unique spaces food banks operate within. 

As an architecture practice, IF_DO is focused on the design of social 
infrastructure—places that help to improve people’s lives and foster stronger 
and more resilient communities. These places will be critical to the social 
recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic, and the Covid-19 Safer Spaces project 
has been developed to provide expert guidance on how they can be safely 
adapted.

We are grateful for the support of numerous individuals at the Trussell Trust 
who have contributed their time and expertise to the development of this 
guide. With thanks in particular to Danni Malone, Director of Operations, 
Rachel Macklin, Head of England and Wales, Mark Ward, Head of Safeguarding 
& Quality, Area Managers Christine Bamigbola, Rebekah Hill, Emma Schoolar 
and Sophie Greaves, Jean Morton at Erdington Foodbank, and Sophie 
Durlacher and the team at Uttlesford Foodbank.
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The overview diagram below illustrates 
the core elements for the initial opening 
of food banks across the UK. The key 
details the graphical components used 
throughout the guide.
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A WELCOME 
ENVIRONMENT 
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Clear  
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01
Ensuring staff and volunteers are safe and feel comfortable. 
Encourage workers and volunteers to familiarise themselves with all relevant 
government and third party guidance, current social distancing guidelines, and 
the law. Consider a phased adaption to operations and rostering volunteers in 
fixed teams.

02
Managing the distribution of food in a safe and efficient way. 
To ensure food is distributed safely, safe distancing can be controlled by the use 
of tables, good time management, and a clear one-way system.

03
Upholding dignity whilst inside and outside of the food bank.
It is important to ensure the dignity of those using a food bank is managed 
during the length of their visit. Using time slots will control the length of 
potential queues, and it is important to ensure any waiting spaces are away 
from public view. 

04
Providing a safe space for discussions and signposting. 
This fundamental element of the food bank should reopen safely by ensuring 
seating arrangements are implemented that maximise floor area and maintain 
safe distancing.

05
Encouraging conversations to naturally occur. 
Where face coverings conceal smiles, it is encouraged that volunteers wear 
stickers and use clear signage to encourage conversations to occur naturally. 

06
Sustaining a welcoming environment. 
To ensure the food bank remains a welcoming and comfortable place, consider 
using friendly yet informative signage and informal seating arrangements to 
create a relaxed atmosphere.

07
Maintaining a clear action plan and risk assessment. 
Each food bank must complete a risk assessment and action plan document to 
ensure appropriate provisions are set in place before reopening.  
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SAFER WORKING

AFTERBEFORE

01 02

Protocols
Many food banks are providing face coverings and 
gloves for staff and volunteers. All food banks must 
operate in line with government guidance to ensure 
appropriate hygiene and safe distancing measures are 
adhered to. All appropriate risk assessments must be 
developed, maintained and kept under review.

Warehouses 
This guidance is referring to warehouses that operate within the 
same space as the food bank centre. To ensure safe distancing is 
maintained between volunteers, consider reducing the capacity of the 
room and reducing the number of tables to allow for safe circulation. 
If safe distancing cannot be upheld, arrange tables to encourage back-
to-back or side-by-side working and any other viable mitigations.

Consider rostering 
volunteers in fixed 
pairs or very small 
teams, so they are 
always with the 
same colleagues

Current warehouse working 
does not comply with safe 
distancing guidance

Sanitising station  
inside entrance

Windows open 
for ventilation

Rooms often operate 
at full capacity

Reduce the number tables to 
ensure safe distancing and 
create a clear circulation route

Clear signage 
outside detailing 
protocols
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SAFER WORKING

2m

Mark a clear 2m 
zone around all 
IT equipment 

Move desks apart 
to allow at least 
2m distance 
between staff

Mirror seating spaces to 
reduce the number of staff 
sitting next to one another

Ensure routes 
through staff areas 
maintain safe 
distances

Free-standing air 
filtration units can 
help to improve air 
quality and reduce the 
risk of infection

Offices
Some food banks have office spaces 
where staff members work. For further 
information on small and larger office 
arrangements, please refer to the Covid-19 
Safer Community Centres guide.

Storage Spaces
To ensure store rooms and cupboards 
are used in a safe way, limit the room 
to a single dedicated volunteer if the 
room is less than 8 sqm. Hand sanitiser 
or clean gloves should be provided to 
mitigate against risks associated with 
high-touch door handles and the handling 
of food. Consider using signage on store 
doors that detail protocols, and mark a 
zone outside of the store to ensure safe 
distancing is upheld when the volunteer 
enters and exists the room.

Where possible, limit the use 
of store rooms to a dedicated 
volunteer if safe distancing 
cannot be maintained

Safe standing floor zone to 
ensure access from the store 
room maintains safe distancing
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FOOD DISTRIBUTION

AFTER

BEFORE

0 2 HOURS

0 2 HOURS

Drop-off 01
02
03

2m

Food Drop-Offs
If your food bank has members of the 
public dropping off food it is important 
these donations are handled at a 
separate time to the food distribution. 
It is suggested that food banks advertise 
to regular donors that they call ahead 
to check the requirements, as well as 
specific drop-off times to avoid crowding 
at entrances. To ensure safe distancing is 
maintained while food is being dropped 
off, a designated table can be set up 
where the member of the public places 
the food on the table, steps back, and 
then the volunteer can collect the food 
and store it appropriately.

Food Distribution   
Where possible, instigate an appointment 
system so people can access the food 
bank with minimal waiting. Alternatively, 
consider splitting up sessions, such as 
by allowing households to arrive first, 
followed by single people. Additional 
advice is to limit the number of people 
attending the food bank, such as 
encouraging one member of the family to 
come instead of the whole family. 

Dedicated drop-off slots 
to be at a different time 
to food distribution

Use a table to maintain 
safe distancing 
been volunteers and 
members of the public

Households followed by single people

Everyone arriving at start of session
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FOOD DISTRIBUTION

AFTER

BEFORE

<2M TABLE

>2M TABLE

2m

2m

Number Known  
Where an electronic voucher number is 
known, the individual can verbally give 
the number to the volunteer for checking 
on the data system, without the need to 
see anything physical. If, however, the 
voucher is paper and requires a visual 
check, it is suggested that the voucher is 
deposited into a box which is placed in 
the middle of a table at a safe distance. 
The individual can place the voucher into 
the box without making contact with 
it, and the volunteer can retrieve the 
voucher, ensuring their hands are clean 
before and after handling.

Number Unknown  
& On Mobile   
Similar to the paper voucher, volunteers 
should use a table to ensure safe distancing 
is maintained. Volunteers should ask the 
individual to put the document on their 
screen, place the phone into the middle 
of the table and then step backwards. A 
volunteer should then retrieve the phone 
with clean hands, washing their hands after 
each interaction.

Vouchers passed by hand does not 
comply with safe distancing guidance

Voucher number can be 
verbally given to volunteer 
while maintaining a safe 
distance

Create a hole in the top of the box, 
or leave box open for the person to 
place the voucher into it

If the table is less than 2m 
in length, mark a zone or 
standing spaces around 
the table

Where possible, use a table 
that is 2m+ in length to 
ensure safe distancing

Volunteers must ensure their hands 
are clean after each interaction
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FOOD DISTRIBUTION

Waiting Area 
A designated waiting area should be 
created inside the food bank to minimise 
queuing outside. This area should ensure 
safe distance is maintained, and is located 
close to the entrance. Consider using 
tables to control the flow of people by 
creating a route of direction.

One-Way System 
Where possible, create a one-way system 
through the food bank that utilises a 
separate entrance and exit. Ensure safe 
distancing is maintained by using floor 
markings and barriers to direct people 
safely. Keep windows open for ventilation, 
and ensure a notice is displayed 
apologising if there are cold draughts, yet 
reiterating the room needs to remain well 
ventilated for everyone’s safety.

Zone inside entrance door 
to manage pinch point and 
maintain safe distancing 

Use tables and signage 
to direct people safely

Hand sanitiser to 
be provided inside 
entrance

Windows open for 
ventilation

Waiting area to use 
tables or barriers to 
direct people safely 

A two-step collection process could be 
implemented so as to not overwhelm the 
person using the food bank with lots of 
questions during one collection point

01

02

Step 1 - voucher 
collection 

Step 2 - option for 
food parcel collection

Signage and 
sanitising at 
entrance

Locate distribution 
tables near stores/ 
warehouse if possible
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Extra Items  
Where extra items used to be displayed in the food 
bank for people to pick and choose themselves, it 
is advised that this section is removed and replaced 
with a verbal service. Before the food parcel is made, 
the volunteer should state to the person the number 
of extra items they can have, and what is currently in 
stock. These items are then added to the food parcel 
before distributing. Additionally, by moving the extra 
items out of the meeting area, more space is created for 
seating spaces, as per guidance on pages 15-16.

AFTER

BEFORE

Extra items displayed on 
tables for people to pick and 
choose do not comply with 
safe distancing guidance

Risks are associated with 
objects that can be handled 
by multiple people

Extra items can be stored in 
a dedicated area of the food 
bank that is only accessed by 
volunteers

The items can be written 
down and listed out to 
ensure someone’s parcel is 
tailored to them
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Queuing with Privacy   
This option must only be considered 
if there is no suitable internal queuing 
option, or an appointment system is 
not possible. If it is considered, it must 
be operated in as dignified a manner 
as possible and in as limited a way as 
possible. One way to do this is to avoid 
creating a queue along a public-facing 
edge; instead, form a designated waiting 
area that is set back and around the side 
of the building.

FOOD DISTRIBUTION

min 2.5m

Shelter from the Elements 
It is important to consider providing shelter if there 
are people waiting outside. An appropriate temporary 
screening, such as a pop-up gazebo, can offer 
protection and privacy. Where the gazebo is placed 
into a hard surface, consider adding sandbag weights. 
Alternatively, volunteers can hand out umbrellas to 
those who are waiting. These must be collected and 
returned maintaining safe distances, and each umbrella 
must be cleaned before and after every use. 

Avoid creating a queue along 
a busy public street or in view 
of passing traffic

Form a queue around 
the side of the building 
and set it back from 
the street

Ensure a volunteer can 
monitor the queue and 
control the times each 
person enters the food bank

Fit sandbag weights to 
gazebos that are put on 
a hard surface

Gazebos should be a minimum of 
2.5m long to ensure two people 
can safely stand under shelter
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Collections at Entrances  
Distributions made outside should only occur if 
distributions inside are not possible, and if the area 
outside of the food bank is not visible from the outside, 
such as a rear courtyard area. Similar to guidance 
on page 11, a two-step collection process has been 
illustrated as an option so as to not overwhelm people 
with lots of questions during one collection point, and 
to help stagger a potentially long queue.

Voucher

Distribution

Ensure protection from the 
elements is upheld, such as by 
installing a large marquee that 
covers both the volunteers and 
those using the food bank

Place distribution 
point close to stores 
or warehouse

Mark a zone on the floor 
to manage pinch point of 
store entrance to ensure 
safe distancing

If there are multiple 
distribution tables, ensure 
these are spaced appropriately 
to maintain safe distancing

Voucher details / 
voucher number 
checked in step 1

Option for the food parcel 
content taken in step 2



 / Safer Food Banks15

A WELCOME ENVIRONMENT

Angle chairs 45 degrees 
to ensure discussion feels 
private and yet avoids 
face-to-face working

Meeting Spaces
To enable physical discussions to 
happen safely, appropriately spaced 
seating areas should be set up for 
people and volunteers to be able to 
have a conversation. Consider rotating 
chairs 45 degrees to ensure face-to-
face conversations are avoided, yet still 
ensuring the meeting feels private. Table-
based discussions can also take place, 
ensuring these are safely distanced and 
avoid face-to-face working. Furniture 
must be cleaned before and after 
each person. This is to be done by the 
volunteers using cleaning supplies stored 
nearby or placed on the table itself. 

6 chairs = 2m

 2m

Ensure tables are spaced at a 
2m distance and place seats 
on opposite corners to avoid 
face-to-face working

CHAIRS TABLES

Virtual Signposting
Conversations you normally have with 
people using your food bank are a vital 
part of ensuring people’s dignity, letting 
them know they are valued and helping 
them to tackle their underlying causes of 
crisis. If your food bank is unable to safely 
conduct meetings, you can retain this 
service through virtual signposting. One 
way to let those using the food bank know 
about this service is to put a small box of 
tea bags and an extra packet of biscuits 
into the food parcel, with an invitation 
attached saying ‘We’d love to have a chat 
and a cup of tea with you to find out if 
there’s anything else we can help you 
with.’ For more information, please see 
guidance on virtual signposting.

We’d love to 
have a chat 

Please ring 
or text us 

We’d love to 
have a chat 

Please ring 
or text us 

Attach the invitation 
with a rubber band or 
piece of string

Box of tea with an 
invitation to talk 
attached

Invitation to include 
phone number for people 
to call or text 
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Informal Arrangements 
To create a relaxed and informal atmosphere in the food bank while 
maintained safe distancing, stagger the seating spaces to avoid grids, 
which often feel formal. It is important to allow 4m between each 
meeting to maintain safe distancing at all times.

CHAIRS TABLES

1m 2m 1m

1m 2m 1m

AFTERBEFORE

Maximising Floor Area 
Where possible, move any clutter or extra tables that 
display food into other areas of the food bank or within 
stores. Maximise the floor area of the meeting space by 
placing seats against walls, and rotate seats to face out 
from the centre of the room to create a clear walking 
route through the space. 

Current configuration 
of meeting spaces do 
not comply with social 
distancing guidance

Extra shelving units or 
items of food take up 
room in meeting area

Move chairs against walls, 
and rotate discussions 
away from one another

Ensure 4 metres is between 
two different groups to 
allow for safe circulation  

Face discussion out from 
the centre of the room to 
create a clear walking 
route

Arrange different meetings in 
back-to-back arrangements 
where possible

Angle different discussions 
away from one another to 
ensure meetings feel private
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A WELCOME ENVIRONMENT Welcoming Signage
Signage can be used to explain new 
processes and show how the food bank 
works. It is important to consider pairing 
information and art to not only create an 
environment that is informative, but one 
that is welcoming. Details of key local 
agencies or helplines (e.g. Citizens Advice) 
can be displayed for people to note down. 
These signs can also encourage people to 
have a discussion with someone if they 
need help, whether there and then at the 
food bank, or by arranging a follow-up 
phone call.

WALL DISPLAY TABLE

INSIDE

OUTSIDE

Visibility
Signage can be displayed on walls in 
sole-purpose food banks, or on tables in 
flexible-use spaces, replacing the usual 
tea and biscuits. Flowers and personal 
messages can also be displayed by 
volunteers to bring colour to the food 
bank, and to help create a welcoming 
space.

Pair information 
and art to create 
an informative 
yet welcoming 
atmosphere

Use tables to stagger signs 
through waiting areas that 
are easily visible

Utilise the inside of a 
gazebo to hang signage 
and to create privacy 

01

01

01

A wall display 
can evolve over 
time with updated 
information and 
messages

Tables can display 
information 
and flowers to 
create a friendly 
environment
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A WELCOME ENVIRONMENT

Here to 
talk

Encouraging Discussions  
Where face coverings shield the smiles of 
the volunteers, consider wearing stickers 
that could say ‘Here to talk’ to help initiate 
a conversation, and encourage a natural 
discussion to occur. 

Relaxed Atmosphere
As well as the informal arrangements 
described earlier, consider using floor 
mats to help enclose discussions, yet 
create a soft and relaxed atmosphere. 
The floor coverings will help identify 
different groups, and consider using 
different colours to bring vibrancy to 
the space.

Stickers can help 
initiate conversations

Different colour mats can 
help differentiate different 
meetings, and bring colour 
and warmth to the space

A safe walking route is created 
between the mats that alleviates 
the need for floor markers, which 
often make an environment feel 
less relaxed
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A WELCOME ENVIRONMENT

A Hot Drink   
Providing a drink and a biscuit has been 
a very normal part of welcoming people 
to food banks, but currently this presents 
additional risks. If you consider returning 
to this activity, you must undertake a 
detailed risk assessment and refer to the 
government guidance for your nation 
to ensure you comply. Illustrated below 
is one suggested way a hot drink can be 
enjoyed safely. 

Step 1 - use a table to safely pass the 
drink by placing the hot drink in the 
middle and stepping back for them to 
collect it.

Step 2 - once consumed, the person 
can either return a reusable mug to a 
dedicated return table, or dispose of a 
paper cup in a waste bag. 

Reusable mugs should be cleaned using 
a dishwasher run on the full cycle. If 
you consider offering biscuits or cake, 
these should be purchased as individually 
wrapped items and the wrappers 
disposed of safely. 

Collect

Return

Collect

Return

REUSABLE

DISPOSABLE

STEP 1

STEP 2

A hot comforting drink 
has been a very normal 
part of welcoming people

Volunteer to give out a hot 
drink from a dedicated 
service table, using clean 
hands or wearing gloves

People can collect the 
hot drink at a safe 
distance using a table

Use signs to differentiate 
between drinks going 
out and empty cups 
coming back

Ensure paper cups can be safely 
disposed of by ensuring a bin or bag  
is open for touch-free disposal
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INITIAL OPENING 

One person inside the 
lobby at all times with clear 
signage for sanitising point

Single Door with Lobby

Automatic Door with 
Lobby

Ensure clear signage for 
sanitising point immediately 
inside the lobby

If the entrance door needs to 
remain closed, consider leaving 
the secondary lobby door open to 
minimise surface contact

Clear signage 
detailing services 
and protocols

One-way system 
using directional 
arrows

Shared Entrance
min. 3m

A minimum of 3m will 
allow for two people to walk 
at a safe distance through a 
shared entrance

Hand sanitising 
inside entrance 
of food bank Clear signage and 

separate queues for 
different services 
in building
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GENERAL FACILITIES

Use mirrors to increase 
visibility around corners 
to avoid crossing

Clear signage to services 
on each level and provide 
standing space outside of 
stairwell

If corridors width less 
than 2m, consider 
one-way system

Use mirrors to increase 
visibility around corners to 
avoid crossing

One-way system on 
staircases where possible

Single Staircase Corridors

One-Way System Shared Access

Hand sanitising 
area immediately 
inside entrance Hand sanitiser 

at exits

Arrows on the 
ground help direct 
people safely

Use mirrors to 
increase visibility 
around corners

Hand sanitising 
area to be used 
when entering 
and exiting

Consider marking a 
waiting zone in doorways 
to avoid crossing
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GENERAL FACILITIES

Single Person / Disabled

Multiple Cubicles

Windows opened to 
ensure ventilation

Alternate cubicles taken out 
of use to limit the number of 
users at one time

If possible, high-contact 
surfaces such as soap 
dispensers, taps and 
hand-dryers to be fitted 
with hands-free sensors

High-contact surfaces to be 
disinfected regularly

Disinfectant to be provided 
in order for users to sanitise 
surfaces after use

Where less than 2m apart, 
alternate sinks, hand dryers 
and urinals should be taken 
out of use to allow for 
required social distancing

If you are located in a public building 
where the toilets are dealt with by 
another organisation, you should obtain 
adequate assurance about the cleaning 
regime. If you are responsible for the 
cleaning of toilets, you may wish to 
consider whether it is reasonable to 
restrict the use of these facilities to staff 
and volunteers only.
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GENERAL FACILITIES

High-contact surfaces 
to be disinfected 
regularly

Disposable paper towels 
to replace tea towels

Sanitiser stations to be 
mounted in key areas

Windows opened to 
ensure ventilation

Furniture reduced to 
ensure social distance 
guidance upheld

Where tea and coffee facilities are 
available to volunteers, you must ensure 
cups and mugs are not contaminated. 
All reusable items must be appropriately 
washed using washing-up liquid or better 
still, in a dishwasher run on the full cycle. 
Any drying requirements should be by 
draining, not by using tea towels. As a 
temporary option, single-use cups might 
be considered and single use plates. 
Volunteers who are concerned about 
sharing facilities should be encouraged to 
bring their own refreshments and mug.

Where possible, use a 
dishwasher on full cycle 
to clean any used items

To decrease the use of high-
contact door handles, consider 
removing cupboard front
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Utlesford Foodbank, 9 Shire Hill, Saffron Walden

CASE STUDY

01 02

The food distribution area is 
divided by boards

The warehouse with large 
central sorting tables

This small-scale sole-use food bank 
centre has a warehouse and meeting 
area for those using the food bank. 
People enter the building through 
the shared hallway, and sanitise 
their hands as they enter the food 
bank. There are two sets of tables 
where one-to-one meetings can 
occur. Storage racks have been used 
to create a natural exit route from 
the meeting area out to the fire exit 
door. There is a sanitising station for 
volunteers and people using the food 
bank to use as they exit. A floor zone 
is marked on the entrance to the 
store room to ensure safe distancing. 
Mirrors are placed on the corners of 
the corridor to increase visibility, and 
the capacity of the WCs have been 
reduced.

Other 
Offices

01

02

AFTER

BEFORE

Reception & 
Other Offices

Other Offices
Kitchen Store

Other 
Offices

Other Offices

WC

WC

Distribution / 
meeting

Warehouse
One-way 
system

Floor zone to 
manage pinch 
point

Mirrors to 
increase visibility

Hand 
sanitiser

WCs capacity 
reduced

Back-to-back 
working

Hand sanitiser
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CASE STUDY

This larger-scale shared-space food 
bank operates within a community 
room next to a church. People enter 
the food bank, sanitise their hands, 
and are welcomed by a volunteer 
at a table to check their voucher. 
There are four meeting tables that 
are staggered to create a more 
relaxed atmosphere. There are two 
distribution tables if the person does 
not wish to have a discussion. They 
can safely stand at the table, while 
the volunteer collects their parcel 
from the storage tables. A floor zone 
is marked at the exit door to ensure 
safe distancing, and hand sanitiser is 
provided for everyone to use as they 
leave the building. 

Store Store

Kitchen

01 02

Main service area Sign-in desk and storage

Erdington Foodbank, Six Way Baptist Church, Birmingham

Church Office

BEFORE

Distribution 
tables

Hand sanitiser

Hand 
sanitiser

Voucher 
collection

Staggered 
meeting spaces

Food storage 
tables for 
distribution

One-way system

Queuing 
outside only 
if absolutely 
necessary

Windows open 
for ventilation

AFTER
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This document has been developed with the Trussell Trust. For further information and support, 
visit www.trusselltrust.org. This document should be read alongside all relevant Government 
guidance. Please note that knowledge of Covid-19 and best practice guidelines in response to it are 
evolving, and that this document may be updated to reflect ongoing learning.

By using this document you acknowledge that it does not warrant or guarantee an infection-free 
or Covid-19 free environment. Neither IF Design Office Ltd (IF_DO) nor any of its shareholders, 
directors, officers or employees, nor any other Person assisting them in the development of this 
document, shall be liable for any loss or damage which is suffered as a result of any illness or injury 
following the use of this document.

In the event of any conflict between this guide and any government guidance or applicable 
legislation (including the health and safety legislation), the government guidance and/or applicable 
legislation should always be followed.

This document is made available for use and distribution under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International Public License, which permits use, 
distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  
© 2020 IF_DO.
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For more information on the Covid-19 Safer Spaces project, and find out about 
upcoming guides and future revisions, please visit the website and sign up to 
the mailing list, or follow us on social media:

www.covid19saferspaces.org
@covidsafespaces

For more information on the work of IF_DO, please visit our website or follow 
us on social media:

www.ifdo.co

@IF_DO

Get in touch directly at info@covid19saferspaces.org


