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Feeding Neighbors, Fueling Hope

The WAFER Story: From Campus Food Shelf
To Community Lifeline

~ WAFER's roots trace back to 1971, when the
Lutheran Campus Ministry and the Roncalli
Newman Center partnered to create the
Emergency Food Store of La Crosse. Housed
at the Lutheran Campus Center, the Food
Store quietly served students and community
members for more than a decade.

By 1985, however, need had sharply
increased. Recognizing that the small
campus space could no longer keep pace,
Reverend Ted DeWald led an ecumenical
group of board members in charting a new
path forward. In 1986, the organization
moved to St. Paul’s Lutheran Church and
adopted a new name: West Avenue Food
Emergency Resource — WAFER.

That same year, the board hired WAFER's first
Executive Director, Phyllis Borleske (pictured
left), and in July 1986 officially became a
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. By the end of
the year, approximately 3,500 food packages
had been provided to local households.

As demand continued to rise, the basement location at St. Paul’s became increasingly
challenging for both operations and patron access. The board once again began
searching for a more suitable home.
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In 2002, a new building was purchased at 403 Causeway Boulevard, and by spring 2003
the pantry opened its doors in a fully refreshed space designed to better support
growing community needs and provide greater accessibility.

Pictures below include: an update to the exterior, a large warehouse, the shopping
area, and board members at the grand opening celebration.

Over the last twenty years, WAFER has continued to evolve, creating programs that
respond directly to the changing needs of our neighbors. Two of the earliest initiatives—
both now celebrating 20 years—include:

 Homebound Senior Deliveries, ensuring older adults receive food packages tailored
to their needs and preferences

e Culturally relevant foods for Hmong households, honoring
traditions and supporting nutritional equity

In the past decade, WAFER's mission has expanded even
further by providing 20,000 food packages annually through
the addition of:

¢ Weekend food backpacks for Bangor students

Nutrition education classes (pictured: Emplify Dieticians)
The Mobile Food Pantry

Drive-thru package pickup

Self-select shopping
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Each program reflects WAFER's commitment to meet people where they are and remove
barriers to food access.

As community needs have shifted, so has the way volunteers contribute. A volunteer
appreciation flyer from 1988 listed just 24 individuals—many of whom remain faithful
donors today.

Volunteerism looks very different from 1986.

In 2025, more than 200 volunteers gave 24,000 hours to WAFER. Their impact reaches
far beyond stocking shelves and assisting shoppers—they are the heart of WAFER. Their
compassion, generosity, and steady presence strengthen our community every day. We
are deeply grateful for their care, their commitment, and the love in action they show
day after day as they help lead WAFER into its next chapter. The photos below highlight
just a few of the many ways volunteers strengthen our mission:

e Providing education and resources at community events. (Mary and Angie, left)

e Picking up donations from retail partners

e across the region.

» Delivering food packages to seniors and rural families. (Dave and Al, center)

* Maintaining computers and equipment to support daily operations. (Dean and Terry,
right)

* Registering shoppers when staff are unavailable.

e Teaching nutrition and cooking classes that empower families.

Three years ago, WAFER moved into a long-awaited new facility—a milestone made
possible by your generosity and vision. You believed in what this space could mean for
our community: more access, more dignity, more capacity to serve thousands of
neighbors each year.

That same steady support continues today. Donors like you—along with churches,
schools, businesses, civic groups, retailers, and community partners—keep shelves and
coolers stocked, programs responsive, and the mission moving forward. Every food drive,
financial gift, and act of generosity ensures WAFER remains resilient, adaptable, and
ready to meet the needs of our community with care and compassion. Because of you,
WAFER is prepared for whatever comes next.

In the months ahead, we will continue sharing stories, milestones, and moments that
highlight the people, partnerships, and community support that have shaped these four
decades. We hope you will follow along as we honor the past, celebrate the present,
and dream without limits.
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OUR MISSION: RESPONDING TO GOD'S LOVE, WAFER PROVIDES FOOD AND WORKS TO ELIMINATE HUNGER.
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