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PRAISE FOR AMERICAN WASTELAND:

“[A] terrific introduction to our country’s food system through the lens of what gets lost and tossed as food moves from farm to truck to retailer to table. We all can—and should—play our part in preventing food waste, and Jonathan Bloom has loads of useful ideas about how individuals, businesses, and governments can cut down on waste at every step in the food chain.”

—Marion Nestle, author of Food Politics and What to Eat


 



“Journalist Bloom documents some specifics about the nature of wasted food in the twenty-first century and calls into question both the economic efficiency and the morality of such profligacy. Bloom has found some hopeful signs that this trend may be waning.”

—Booklist


 



“Bloom gives us the trash stats, but he also helps come up with everyday solutions you can put into action today.”

—Daily Green

 



“Bloom’s book is a fascinating look at how the food industry and we its customers waste food. Thankfully, it is also a guide to ending that waste.”

—San Francisco Book Review

 



“Combining first-rate reporting, keen insight, and lively prose, Jonathan Bloom has taken what’s hidden and put it in plain sight. The message not only has universal resonance but, even better, it offers pragmatic solutions. Anyone who eats will be shocked, chastened, and driven to reform. A superb achievement.”

—James E. McWilliams, author of Just Food


 



“From seed to cultivation to processing to retail, ending ‘waste’ has been the justification for industrializing the food chain from seed to table. American Wasteland blows this myth, and shows that an industrialized, commodified, corporatized food system is a system for creating waste, and a system for creating hunger.”

—Dr. Vandana Shiva, author of Stolen Harvest and Soil, Not Oil 


 



“Carefully considering the impact of food waste on the planet and the poor, [Bloom] makes a lively and convincing case for reform—from farm to fork and back again.”

—Elizabeth Royte, author of Garbage Land and Bottlemania


 



“Bloom has gone where few have dared to tread—right into the waste bins of kitchens, restaurants, grocery stores, and farms. It would be maddening if Bloom didn’t also tell us what to do about it, but thankfully he does. This book should not to be wasted.”

—Samuel Fromartz, author of Organic, Inc.

 



“From farm to table, Bloom susses out where good food falls in between the cracks, and serves up suggestions for what we can do to lower our collective ‘waste print.’ Put this at the top of your to-do list.”

—Kim O’Donnel, author of The Meat Lover’s Meatless Cookbook


 



“Wake up and smell the landfill! Who knew a book about edible garbage could be so entertaining? If we’re serious about fixing food in this country, Bloom’s masterful investigation has got to be one of our starting points.”

—Anna Lappé, author of Diet for a Hot Planet


 



“As much about the food we eat as it is about the food we discard, American Wasteland draws our attention to a culture of excess and wastefulness and the threats that this cultural mindset poses economically, environmentally and ethically. Bloom challenges us to open our eyes and engage ourselves in an issue that we can not ignore.”

—Josh Viertel, President, Slow Food USA

 



“Jonathan Bloom’s fact-filled book is an important wake-up call and prod to action.”

—Joel Berg, Executive Director, New York City Coalition Against Hunger, 
author of All You Can Eat, and former USDA Coordinator 
of Food Recovery and Gleaning

 



“Bloom does a thorough job identifying places in the food chain where food is wasted—food that could feed the hungry instead. American Wasteland is an excellent read for anyone who wants to know how surplus and scarcity can exist in the same country or in the same city.”

—Jilly Stephens, Executive Director of City Harvest
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INTRODUCTION

 





A forsaken orange sits in a Raleigh, North Carolina, parking lot.

PHOTO BY JONATHAN BLOOM
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Every day, America wastes enough food to fill the Rose Bowl. Yes, that Rose Bowl—the 90,000-seat football stadium in Pasadena, California. Of course, that’s if we had an inclination to truck the nation’s excess food to California for a memorable but messy publicity stunt.1


As a nation, we grow and raise more than 590 billion pounds of food each year.2 And depending on whom you ask, we squander between a quarter and a half of all the food produced in the United States.3 Even using the more conservative  figure would mean that 160 billion pounds of food are squandered annually—more than enough, that is, to fill the Rose Bowl to the brim. With the high-end estimate, the Rose Bowl would almost be filled twice over.

If those numbers don’t hit home, consider that the average American creates almost 5 pounds of trash per day.4 Since, on average, 12 percent of what we throw away is or once was edible, we can estimate that each one of us discards half a pound of food per day. That adds up to an annual total of 197 pounds of food per person. Ominously, Americans’ per capita food waste has increased by 50 percent since 1974.5


How we reached the point where most people waste more than their body weight—or at least the average American body-weight—each year in food is a complicated tale.6 In short, Americans’ gradual shift from a rural, farming life to an urban, nonagricultural one removed us from the sources of our food. Our once iron-clad guarantee of inheriting generations of food wisdom became less so, as busier lives forced many of us to leave the kitchen or spend less time there. Convenience began to trump homemade, and eating out drew level with dining in. We have higher standards for our meals, but diminished knowledge about how to maximize our use of food. Many of us don’t even trust our noses to judge when an item has gone bad. Yet, our awareness of pathogens has multiplied, and we apply safety rules to food with the same zealous caution that we apply to allergies, kids walking to school, and most everything in modern life.

Certainly, some food loss is unavoidable. For example, there are many potential pitfalls, such as harsh weather, disease, and insects invading farmers’ fields, that are outside of our control. And then there’s storage loss, spoilage, and mechanical malfunctions. I classify all of the above factors as loss, not waste (also omitted when I use the term “waste” are inedible discards like peels, scraps, pits, and bones). Broadly speaking, I consider food “wasted” when an edible item goes unconsumed as a result of human action or inaction. There is culpability in waste. Whether it’s from an individual’s choice, a business mistake, or a government policy, most food waste stems from decisions made somewhere from farm to fork. A grower doesn’t harvest a field in response to a crop’s lowered price. Grocers throw away imperfect produce to satisfy their (and, as consumers, our) obsession with freshness. We allow groceries to rot in our  refrigerators while we eat out, and when at restaurants we order 1,500-calorie entrées only to leave them half eaten.

We’re not going to revert to an agrarian society anytime soon, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a greater appreciation of our food. While completely eliminating food waste may be impossible, reducing it isn’t. Improvements are needed at all steps of the food chain, but most importantly at the part that involves us. Buying wisely, and maximizing our food use once it’s in our possession, would go a long way toward minimizing that daily Rose Bowl–sized pile of waste.
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My fascination with wasted food started in the sweltering lair of one of America’s oldest food-recovery groups, D.C. Central Kitchen, in 2005.7 I’d been cruising through most of my twenties as an increasingly food-focused journalist, but I hadn’t quite found my niche. That summer day in our nation’s capital, my task was to man an industrial-sized vat of pasta. This was not a plum assignment in a building without air conditioning. Yet the j ob’s mindlessness granted me time to look around while I stirred the spaghetti with an oar. I noticed a variety of foods that somebody hadn’t wanted. And it was all good stuff, too. We’re talking about racks of lamb, ribs, and nice vegetables. Such abundance, all waiting for redistribution to the hungry.

What was the story? Where did these foods come from? Why were they cast away? And what happens in cities that lack such food-recovery organizations?

My curiosity about these questions led me to investigate the extent of food waste in America. I declined a traditional journalism job after graduation in order to focus on food waste—even if it made future meals with friends and family a touch uncomfortable. I launched a blog (WastedFood.com) in late 2006. Along the way, I began to be interviewed and was invited to give talks on the subject. It’s an odd thing to call oneself a food-waste expert, but life’s funny like that.

But there’s more to it. I’ve always had a sense that food was not something to be wasted. Ours was not a house where one had to clean one’s plate, but my brother and I certainly had to try everything. It was a place where all shapes  and sizes of leftovers were saved, whether we were eating in or out. Chinese food containers accompanied us home from every meal at Chef Chang’s or Lotus Flower. And having a leftover smorgasbord night was not uncommon.

Outside the kitchen door of my childhood home, a Victorian built in the 1890s, sits a hole with a cover operated by a foot pedal. The mauve-colored lid is akin to a foot-operated trash can. There’s good reason for the similarity—it was where our predecessors dumped their food scraps for a local pig farmer to collect. As a kid, I had no idea what this contraption was for; it was just a nuisance during driveway basketball games. Looking back, though, I suppose the topic of food waste has been with me all along.

Less symbolic and more important, I grew up watching my Grandma Bloom eat. A teenager during the Depression, she’d get every morsel of meat from chicken drumsticks and, on New Year’s Eve, lobster legs. On the other side of the family, Grandma Abby has another method for avoiding waste: attempting to serve all that she’s prepared with her loving brand of “persistent hospitality.” Anyone familiar with the Jewish Grandmother Code of Conduct will understand that this means she relentlessly pushes food on guests. And in his day, if there was anything left on your plate, Grandpa Jack made it disappear.

Growing up the son of second-generation Americans in Yankee Massachusetts, I was destined for thrift. The majority of immigrants to this country brought and continue to bring a culture of thrift that’s less a choice than a necessity. That includes the Anglo Saxon settlers who arrived in the seventeenth century. Their habits, the vestiges of which still pervade the Northeast as “Yankee culture,” were nothing if not practical and thrifty. If you’ve ever seen a New Englander make pot-scrubbing powder from eggshells, or breadcrumbs from stale bread, you know that many of us delight in avoiding waste.


I’m also a bit of a cheapskate (although, to be fair, I prefer the term “pragmatic”) —and I love both preparing and eating food. I abhor the thought of food going to waste, both because it’s anathema to my cheap, er, practical, soul and because it’s a horrible fate for edibles that could otherwise help feed those who go without or just make something delicious. And after learning more about the resources that go into growing crops and raising livestock and the environmental impact of landfilling food, seeing those goods squandered frustrates me even more.

Despite all of my attention to the topic, I still waste food. Some items in our house go bad before my wife and I can use them (I’m looking right at you, cilantro bunch). Other foods get buried and forsaken in the fridge. And occasionally—with a dash of guilt—I toss something that just doesn’t taste good. Okay, fine—it’s more like a dollop than a dash.
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Two years ago, when I was working at an anaerobic digestion company in Raleigh, North Carolina, an odd sight stopped me in my tracks as I walked across the parking lot one morning: an abandoned orange. In an otherwise immaculate strip of asphalt—because it was one of those places that contracted landscapers to leaf-blow the parking lot weekly—it was not hard to spot. I was transfixed. I returned to my car and got my camera to take pictures of this forsaken fruit. I couldn’t imagine who would throw out what appeared to be a perfectly good orange. The exterior was a little dirty, but that’s why oranges have skin. And I guessed that the spot of grime came courtesy of the asphalt. So what did I do? What would anyone who was blogging about food waste do? I ate it. And it was fine.

In addition to wondering who would discard a perfectly good orange, I couldn’t imagine who would drop it onto the ground. Because, with the exception of cigarette butts, we just don’t see people leave their trash behind as much these days as we did, say, twenty years ago. Collectively, we decided it was an unpleasant behavior and directly and indirectly set about to curtail it. Putting a name on the behavior—“littering”—helped. The Pennsylvania Resources Council created the “litterbug” idea in the early 1950s and allowed others to use it, and publicity campaigns followed.8 States made it worth our while to turn in bottles and cans, and eventually counties and municipalities made it much, much easier to recycle through curbside collection.

Today, seeing someone drop a can on the ground or even in the regular trash is rare, but few passersby would bat an eyelash if you threw away half of a banana. A common misconception is that food automatically returns to the soil. But although it does not seem as harmful as inorganic trash, food waste, in truth, is more damaging than most other litter. Organic materials (such as  foods) are the ones that release greenhouse gases into the environment as they decompose.

Food waste isn’t considered problematic because, for the most part, it isn’t considered at all. It’s easy to ignore because it’s both common and customary. William Rathje, director of the erstwhile Garbage Project, a University of Arizona study that examined America’s trash habits for more than thirty years, told me that food waste and its consequences go largely unnoticed. Why? Because it doesn’t pile up like old newspapers; it just goes away, either down the disposal or into the trash.9 Yet, once you start looking for it, you can’t miss the abandoned appetizers and squandered sandwiches.

Whenever the topic of food waste comes up in a conversation I’m having—after the awkwardness passes, if there’s eating involved—most everyone has an intense reaction. Regardless of their take on the subject, each person has a strategy, an anecdote, or a question. I have yet to meet somebody who is pro–food waste, but many aren’t convinced that it’s important. And a good number of people, regardless of how they respond, don’t behave as if it matters much.

But food waste matters. A lot. Wasting food has harmful environmental, economic, and ethical consequences. That’s why we can’t afford to ignore it anymore. You may see that orange and think that it’s just one piece of fruit. True. But what if all 130 million households in America tossed out that amount or more of food each day?10 We’d need a pretty big bowl to contain all that squandered food. Something about the size of the Rose Bowl.

In the coming pages, I’ll take you to abandoned harvests, pristine supermarket produce sections, and restaurants where abundance is always on the menu. We’ll end up close to home, well, actually, in your home. Because, as we’ll see, wasted food occurs there, and all around us. Still, we remain blissfully unaware of it.

You may be amazed by how freely and easily we dispose of food, from farm to fork. But it can be equally amazing how freely and easily we can diminish our vast squandering. To achieve that feat, though, we need to fully understand and acknowledge the scope of the problem.






 





A team of pickers harvests iceberg lettuce in Salinas, California.

PHOTO BY JONATHAN BLOOM
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chapter 1

Waste from Farm to Fork

I recognize the right and duty of this generation to develop and use our natural resources; but I do not recognize the right to waste them, or to rob, by wasteful use, the generations that come after us.

—TEDDY ROOSEVELT




Salad Days 


“Welcome to Salinas, Salad Bowl to the World.” The weathered sign along Highway 101 greets visitors to this California ag town with that humble claim. In case the endless rows of lettuce crowding the road don’t communicate the Salinas Valley’s focus, businesses like Vegetable Growers Supply and the Rain Store (irrigation) probably will. And the massive packing plants of Taylor Farms, Fresh Express, and River Ranch Fresh Foods certainly will.

Leafy greens of all varieties line the finger-shaped valley from the foothills of the Gabilan Range to the edge of the Santa Lucia Range. Not surprisingly, the majority of America’s lettuce is grown in Monterey County. In reality, that means Salinas and its surrounding fields. There, oil-laden fertilizers, pesticides, and thousands of gallons of water are called upon to bring seeds to green fruition.

One can even find salad greens at the Crazy Horse Canyon Landfill. When I visited the now-closed landfill, an inch of shredded lettuce obscured the ground like a dusting of green snow. Atop the mountain of trash, Robert Correa oversaw the delivery of 200 tons of excess, rejected, or misbagged produce every day until the landfill’s closure in 2009. The dump closed because it was full, an outcome hastened by that ceaseless supply of green waste.

“It’s a slow day for ag waste,” Correa told me during a visit to Crazy Horse, but we were still crunching lettuce with almost every step. Here, lettuce that was still perfectly good—crispy, even—had been thrown away for various reasons. It may have been damaged in the warehouse, or maybe it sat for too long to withstand shipping. Regardless, the majority of it was edible at the time it was dumped at Crazy Horse. While we were walking around, I spotted some lettuce and spinach still in the plastic tubs that you’d find stacked in the supermarket cold case.

I observed lettuce-harvesting up close one early autumn day on a press tour organized as part of Salute to Agriculture, an event celebrating the city’s farming accomplishments. As advertised, the tour provided an “unprecedented opportunity to actually see how the fresh and flavorful produce and wine from the world-famous Salinas Valley is produced and processed.” We visited a field of one of the  largest growers in the area, Ocean Mist Farms, and saw a crew of Latino pickers in jeans and baseball hats laboring among rows of lettuce. Anglo and Latino supervisors observed the work in outfits straight out of a Wrangler ad.

The harvesters, both men and women, toiled behind a 40-foot-wide rolling contraption that served as a mobile assembly line. The wheeled vessel carried flattened cardboard boxes and plastic bags; workers, in pairs, used these to create cases of wrapped lettuce that would eventually land at supermarkets. The harvesting rig sailed through the rows, with workers picking under the Mexican flag that adorned the vessel. The teams of two picked, cleaned, bagged, and boxed the iceberg.

Without looking down, pickers squeezed each head for a split second. The ones that didn’t feel right were not harvested, leaving what looked like perfect lettuces in the rig’s wake. While the workers are paid a “piece rate” based on the total number of cartons they pack, they also know that their work must pass scrutiny. In order to receive credit for their labor, they must make sure the lettuce will withstand random inspections done at the cooling shed. They scrawl their number on each box so that their work can be traced back to them. Given the dual priorities of speed and quality, the workers don’t stop to check a head of lettuce twice. If it doesn’t feel perfect, or it’s the wrong size or shape, it’s left in the field.

That’s the way their supervisor, Art Barrientos, wants it. Barrientos, Ocean Mist’s VP of harvesting, with more than thirty years of service and an easy smile, explained to us tour visitors how the grower’s quality assurances start in the field. “You better not be putting anything we don’t want in the box,” said Barrientos. “If it doesn’t meet our standard, it stays in the field. That’s our model.”

When I asked what was wrong with the bypassed heads of lettuce, Barrientos picked one up to illustrate its shortcomings. He squeezed it a few times and guessed that some rot had set in. Slicing it in half with his handy paring knife, he held open two pristine, icy green halves. “Hmm,” he said. He couldn’t say why this one wasn’t picked.

Yes, Barrientos could have grabbed a lettuce that was clearly rotten. The point is, he didn’t. On a random inspection of castaway lettuce, he came up with a perfect head.




Our Stretched Food Chain 

It’s not as if growers want to leave healthy food in the field. Every pound of produce is potential revenue, and that lettuce left to rot in the fields likely means lost profits. But in addition to wanting to ensure quality, growers ask their pickers to be selective in the field because they know the lettuce has a long way to travel. Some heads go cross-country, and others even farther. The average U.S. supermarket produce item travels 1,500 miles before it arrives at its destination.1 A tiny bit of decay at the time of harvest could mean a rotten head by the time the shipment reaches the grocery store.

All produce companies want to ensure that a vegetable picked today will not just be edible, but enticing, on vendors’ shelves. Hence, a head of lettuce that is perfectly good now—but shows signs that it could be less than ideal in two weeks—won’t be picked. From a freshness perspective, the producer wants it to be the same kind of produce you’d hope to find at a farmers market. Joe Pezzini, the vice president of operations at Ocean Mist, told me their that these time constraints determined their policy. “There’s a seventeen-day shelf life for iceberg, if the cold chain is maintained,” he told me over breakfast at my Salinas hotel. “You can’t store it and hope the market improves, like with corn.”

On the Salute to Agriculture tour, I was told that Ocean Mist harvests 97 to 98 percent of its crop. From what I saw on my one-day visit, that estimate seemed optimistic, at best. Whatever their actual rate, the word around Salinas is that Ocean Mist is one of the most efficient farms in the area. That word comes from John Inman, an agricultural consultant who has worked in Salinas agriculture since 1965 and whose business card bears the nickname “Mr. Equipment.” He puts the average harvest rate industry-wide at 85 to 90 percent and says that lettuce is among the most efficiently harvested crops in the valley. The cycle of planting and harvesting (or not harvesting, as the case may be) continues unabated nearly year-round.

Pezzini declined to estimate the percentage of unharvested lettuce, but he did concede that it’s more than he’d like. “It’s fair to say that in any given field, in any acre, there are some good heads that could be eaten,” said Pezzini, who has been at Ocean Mist for more than twenty-five years. “They might have some blemishes or something that the market doesn’t want, but all in all there’s produce out there that could be consumed. The pressure from the market is pretty acute. We’re all out there trying to create perfect produce.”

At Ocean Mist, when I was observing, it seemed that about one out of every five heads remained in the field. However, using a conservative estimate of 90 percent harvested, we can make some rough calculations. Since growers in the Salinas Valley produced 153,495 acres of lettuce in 2007, that’s the equivalent of not harvesting 15,350 acres,2 or leaving more than 13 million pounds of lettuce in the field. And that’s just lettuce.

The heads of iceberg that do make it out of the field are trucked to a climate-controlled storage facility—the cooling shed—where the lettuce is inspected and chilled to bring its core temperature down. An array of 18-wheelers connect to numbered loading bays to begin what can be a cross-country journey to grocery-chain distribution centers or wholesale warehouses.

Often called “reefer” trucks, these refrigerated tractor trailers don’t carry pot. Rather, they haul just about every kind of produce grown in the valley. The trucks and their refrigeration units guzzle diesel. Since most truckers operate independently from growers and receivers, skimping on the refrigeration was an occasional practice not too long ago. Since cutting back on cooling can disrupt the “cold chain” and cause the lettuce to break down sooner, most growers have instituted preventive measures to ensure adequate, consistent refrigeration. Still, trucks and their refrigerated units break down from time to time. Although nobody has calculated the amount of produce lost for this reason, it’s another pitfall that leads to waste, as are crashes. Accidents caused by weary truckers or careless commuters can render cargo worthless or prompt delays that jeopardize shipments.

Most shipments of lettuce go to distribution centers for grocery stores such as Kroger, Safeway, and Whole Foods as well as to Target, Costco, Walmart, and other superstores. In addition, some trucks head for wholesale “terminal markets” that supply smaller grocery stores and restaurants. Whole Foods’ South Region—which includes Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Alabama, Tennessee, and part of Florida—receives most of its lettuce from those Salinas fields. The shipments arrive at the chain’s Braselton, Georgia, facility, 40 minutes outside of Atlanta. The 100,000-square-foot South Distribution Center handles produce, meats, and frozen foods in addition to dry groceries.

There, as at all endpoints, the product is inspected once it arrives to ensure that it’s in satisfactory condition. Items need to be in pretty darn good shape, as they still can sit in the facility for four to six days and then must last on the shelf and in customers’ homes. The inspection guidelines should be the same for all stores because the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) provides standards for all agricultural products. For each pallet of product, inspectors look into a few boxes to make sure the produce makes the grade. Yet some stores may be more stringent than others.

Since most iceberg lettuce comes wrapped in plastic bags, inspectors will open a representative sample and, as with most commodities, slice a couple of heads open. “A few are sacrificed,” said Alex Rilko, who oversees all buying at Whole Foods’ South Distribution Center.

Each shipment is scored based on the USDA guidelines. If it doesn’t reach a certain score, the store can reject it. And with so much that can go wrong, there doesn’t tend to be any grade inflation. Rilko explained that when inspectors check shipments of iceberg at the Whole Foods’ distribution center, they are looking for soft heads, insects, too much trimming, not enough trimming, leaves starting to break or split, too much dirt, heads that are opening, worm damage, mechanical damage, overall injury, lack of freshness, the wrong temperature (taken by laser or probe to see if the truck was too warm), the wrong size, discoloration of the “ribs” (the centers of the leaves) or other parts, dark and scabbed “butts” where the head was cut from the stem, freeze damage, “spotting” (from insect damage), and “tip burn” (from too much wind or sun).

And that list of possible maladies is not all that long or unusual for produce. When you’re at the mercy of the elements, there are many hazards, no matter the type of crop. Rilko noted that the only two products that get much leeway are cherries and potatoes, which can be a bit banged up. “The rest are all real close to each other; they’re all pretty strict,” he said.

When they find signs of damage, they’ll peek into a few more cases before rejecting the load. “A few times a week we have problems with product that comes in the door. And when you’re rejecting something you’re usually rejecting a lot of it,” Rilko said.

If the payload doesn’t pass muster, it remains the property of the sender. Whether the truck belongs to that company or not, the driver now has a  dilemma: He must find a taker for the rejected contents. A significant portion of the load is fine, but grocery stores that have paid for first-rate produce aren’t going to take the time to sort through each box. The produce company then must scramble to find someone who will. It may try to find a wholesaler, or perhaps a lower-tier grocer who has the time and inclination to go through the cases. That is increasingly rare, though, as few stores accept second-tier goods. And should the company find a buyer, it won’t get much for the items. Without a purchaser, it may opt to donate the load to a food bank—usually quite happy to separate the good from the bad—and receive a tax write-off.

All the while, though, the clock is ticking. Produce sitting on the loading dock isn’t getting any better and requires diesel to keep it cool. Drivers don’t have much time to spare, as they’re either due to pick up another load for the return trip or are hoping to get home, pronto. That pressure, along with being unfamiliar with local food banks, hinders donations. Drivers occasionally choose to “waste it.” If a portion of the load is declined, they may discard it in the store’s Dumpster; a rejected truckload may require a trip to the landfill.

Once the boxed lettuce is accepted at the supermarket’s distribution center, the inventory having been checked and assessed and found worthy, it may sit there for a day or two before being trucked to individual stores. Because this journey tends to be shorter than the one from the packing facility, there are fewer crates lost along the way. Still, it can take the delivery trucks as long as eight hours to travel from a distribution center to the stores that are farthest away on a given route.

When a shipment arrives in acceptable condition at the supermarket, there are still more potential pitfalls. In hot weather, deliveries can sit too long on the loading dock, or stay in the trailer too long after the refrigeration unit is turned off. When I worked at a supermarket in 2006—conducting research for this book—the arrival of a “truck” prompted an all-hands-on-deck approach. You dropped what you were doing to make sure all the items got to the refrigerated areas quickly. Yet, that urgency may not be the norm.

Handling errors are a reality at supermarkets. From my experience, maneuvering a pallet with hundreds of pounds of food, shrink wrapped and stacked about 10 feet high, is easier said than done. Steering a hydraulic pallet jack is akin to pushing a shopping cart with a bum wheel. Piloting such a contraption  to the right storage area without crashing into other pallets of groceries, sending too many co-workers scrambling, or running into walls, which seem to jump out at you from nowhere, takes some doing.

After being unloaded, lettuce goes to the “walk-in” (aka refrigerator), where it can sit for days, depending on inventory levels. It’s difficult to maintain the right level of product, and store managers would rather sacrifice their firstborn than run out of an item. Seeing an empty display is jarring—and rare. As you’d guess, the result of a system where managers pride themselves on a never-ending supply is that overstocking is a frequent problem, and it increases the produce’s sitting time. All the while, the lettuce’s biological clock is ticking, its “sell-by” date steadily approaching. Where I worked, we would rejuvenate the unwrapped red-leaf and romaine lettuces by “perking,” or soaking, them before putting them out. This extended the shelf life by cleansing lettuce of leaf-threatening parasites. Iceberg, being wrapped, missed out on this life-extending wash.

There are dangers once the produce reaches the shelf, too. If produce isn’t rotated properly, it will meet a premature demise. Rotation includes putting the freshest produce in the back or bottom so that shoppers buy the oldest first; it also means rotating individual pieces of produce so they don’t get soft on one side. Both practices require vigilance on the part of produce department employees. But that kind of conscientiousness isn’t universal, to put it kindly, especially near the end of a shift.

Furthermore, in choosing a head of lettuce, customers may shake, squeeze, and do God knows what with the product. All that poking, prodding, and sniffing accumulates, and at the end of the day, the remaining items may look like they’ve been mauled. Depending on the store, they may be pulled and thrown away, donated to a food bank, or placed on a sale rack. This in-store damage isn’t as common a problem for iceberg lettuce, which is fairly hardy and usually wrapped in plastic, as it is for many other types of produce. More dangerous, perhaps, is the temptation for clerks to refill the display by shooting the orbs of iceberg onto the shelf as if it were a carnival game. Not that I did this—what with being all-consumed by avoiding food waste—but even I had to fight the urge. Even during a careful restocking of iceberg, heads had a habit of falling to the floor, likely sustaining some damage.

And the dangers for lettuce aren’t confined to the produce department. As anyone who’s ever been grocery shopping can attest, some absent-minded  cashiers handle produce as if they’re paid a bonus for ruining it. Can you tell that this is a pet peeve of mine?

No matter how the damage occurs, these dinged lettuces ultimately go bad faster than unharmed ones. While there’s a commonsense appeal to that principle, it also has a scientific explanation, as Angela Fraser, a food-safety expert at Clemson University, explained. “Whenever you damage a food, you create openings,” Fraser said. “When you damage that outer layer, any contaminant—bacteria, mold, parasites, viruses—can invade the inside of the produce and will cause it to spoil more quickly. So handle it gently.”

Perishables like produce face still more perils on the j ourney home. A bus or subway ride is fraught with bruising threats. On hot days, many of us place our perishables into sun-baked cars that may or may not have effective air conditioning. And then there’s the post-supermarket errand that takes longer than expected while your groceries heat up. Fraser voiced the accepted wisdom on food safety: “We generally recommend that after you purchase a perishable food, it’s best to get it into the refrigerator within one to two hours.”

However long it takes, the iceberg lettuce eventually makes it into our homes. Once it does, the main danger is neglect. As I write this, there’s an old head of iceberg currently sitting in my produce drawer. I bought it to make B.L.T. sandwiches for some guests. But since I don’t normally have lettuce in my sandwiches or enjoy iceberg in salads, it now faces a familiar, American ending. I haven’t looked at it in two weeks and I’ve used nary a leaf in more than a month. I don’t want to eat any more of it, but, out of guilt, I want to throw it out even less. So there it sits. My behavior is not atypical. An estimated 32 percent of fresh vegetables in supermarkets, restaurants, and households is wasted.3


Shoppers often buy fresh food with the best of intentions, but they seem to be in denial about their daily schedules. For a family with two working parents or a single adult logging long hours, preparing meals at home is less of a given than it used to be. Habits have changed, largely because of our busier lifestyles. In 2007, Americans spent 44 percent of their food dollars at restaurants or food stands of one kind or another instead of grocery stores and food markets.4 Whether we have food delivered, order takeout, or eat out, it often means not using the perishables in our fridge.

Those familiar decisions—bypassing the chicken thighs we may have bought a few days ago because they were on sale, and ordering a pizza instead—have  an impact. It means that we’ll squander the time, effort, money, and fossil fuels that were expended to grow, process, and transport that chicken. When we don’t eat our head of lettuce, the environmental cost of growing it will go for naught, as the food won’t nourish anyone. Instead, it’ll probably be fed to a landfill like the one in Salinas, where its rotting will emit methane, a greenhouse gas twenty-five times more harmful than carbon dioxide. With global warming, we’re reaping what we sow.




A Numbers Problem 

Generally speaking, there is limited data on U.S. food waste. And what we do know about it isn’t pretty: Two separate sources estimate that America wastes roughly half of its food.5 The most recent calculations, from a 2009 study, suggested that we squander 40 percent of available calories.6 The last time the Department of Agriculture studied the topic was 1997, when it estimated that we waste 27 percent of available food. And even the authors of that study admitted that their waste findings were likely too low, as they didn’t include “preharvest, on-the-farm and farm-to-retail losses,” owing to a lack of data.7


There are few studies on food waste partly because there just aren’t that many people who want to tally unharvested lettuces—or any other kind of wasted food. There has been little imperative or political will to size up how much food we squander—until now. Plus, waste can be difficult to measure. It’s much easier to count what is harvested than what isn’t. Because waste disappears quickly in most parts of the food chain, it’s that much harder to tabulate.

By that same logic, there is even less data on liquid waste. That’s mostly because drink waste is elusive and even harder to measure than squandered food. That’s why you won’t see any discussion of beverages in the following chapters. (Also, I must confess, I’m more interested in food than I am in drink.) Besides, if we really knew how much coffee was dumped—if there was such a way to quantify such a statistic—our collective heads might explode.

But milk is in a separate category, given its role in nourishing children. In 1995, the USDA estimated that milk had the second-highest loss rate of any food item: About a third of it isn’t consumed.8 That year, 16 billion pounds of milk were wasted. That’s the equivalent of every American pouring an 8-ounce glass  of milk every day, then not drinking a third of it. And that doesn’t include the amount lost at school lunches or to milk mustaches.




Looking Ahead 

As we saw earlier, waste occurs at all stages of the food chain. Surprisingly, wasted food cuts across most socioeconomic distinctions. It is not specific to certain states, cities, or towns, although some municipalities are better at reducing or recycling food waste. Neither color nor creed is a useful indicator of how wasteful people are with food. To a certain extent, wasting food is universal. We’ve all done it, probably even today.

Partly because food waste is so pervasive, it’s not something we can ever solve completely. There won’t be any declarations of victory or “Mission Accomplished” banners. Yet, instead of being discouraged by the status quo, we can view our national food-waste habit as an opportunity. By trimming our waste and recovering the low-hanging fruit (literally and figuratively!), we can help feed hungry Americans, bolster our economy, combat global warming, and make our society that much more ethical.





 





A passive methane vent slowly releases methane from a landfill in Chapel Hill, North Carolina.
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chapter 2

Does Food Waste Really Matter? Why You Should Care

There are at least four natural resources that have fueled our industrial food system that are now in steep decline: energy, climate, water, and soil.

—FREDERICK KIRSCHENMANN, FARMER AND
 DISTINGUISHED FELLOW, LEOPOLD CENTER FOR
 SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE, IOWA STATE UNIVERSITY


Walking up the side of a capped landfill is not an unpleasant activity.

Nor should it be, as many old landfill sites are now recreational areas. Just be sure not to dig those tent stakes in too deep.

The original portion of North Carolina’s Orange Regional Landfill, called the “north side,” is now a 45-acre hill covered in dirt and a layer of green weeds. If you didn’t know that a combination of household and commercial waste created the slope, you might call it bucolic. And you probably wouldn’t have any clue of its substructure were it not for a series of what look like six-foot-tall candy-canes dotting the flattened top of the hill. These forty-five shafts, however, don’t have stripes; they’re gray and hollow. Indeed, they’re pipes. When the wind blows in your direction, you get a whiff of their purpose: a faint smell of natural gas, just like those scratch-and-sniff warning stickers.

These pipes, also called “passive vents,” sit atop holes drilled in every acre and filled with gravel that encourage the landfill gases to escape evenly, instead of building up and causing fires or explosions. The word “passive” is indicative of the county’s approach. This portion of the Orange Regional Landfill, in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, closed in 1995, collected plenty of waste during its twenty-three-year lifespan. Yet, it is not large enough to require a mandatory landfill-gas collection system under Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) standards. Orange County, like most landfill owners not required to act, declined to install any kind of expensive gas-collection equipment, instead choosing that ever more popular option: nothing.

Orange County is not some environmentally unaware backwater. It’s one of the more progressive places in the South, having adopted curbside recycling in 1989, and it now pays for restaurants, supermarkets, and schools to compost their food scraps through a private company. The town of Chapel Hill amended its zoning laws to green-light the state’s first gold-certified building in the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) standard developed by the U.S. Green Building Council. Orange County is home to the forward-thinking University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the nearby enclave of Carrboro, the first North Carolina municipality to elect an openly gay mayor. Yet, it’s also home to a decent-sized landfill.

To be fair, the county installed a gas-collection system across the street at the active portion of the landfill in 2007 (although that was after allowing that section’s greenhouse gases to escape since it opened in 2000). There’s even talk of  harnessing the gas there to create energy in the near future. And well there should be, because there’s plenty of energy-rich food in those hills.

Because Orange County has a high recycling rate and an abundance of restaurants, its landfill has a higher percentage of food waste than the average U.S. landfill. As more recyclables are sent elsewhere, food becomes a larger portion of what’s left. Food waste makes up about 25 percent of Orange Regional’s contents, said Blair Pollock, solid-waste planner at Orange County Solid Waste Department.1 The county only subsidizes composting for its larger restaurants, and the county’s rate of food waste disposal is only increasing. From 1995 to 2005, food’s proportion of both the residential and commercial waste streams doubled.2 And did I mention that food creates most of the methane in a landfill?




Burying a Problem 

The majority of food discarded today ends up in a landfill, with its associated problems. Unfortunately, we seldom think about the effects of our food once it’s gone because, well, it’s gone. Then, it’s somebody else’s problem. “There’s a misconception among the people. They think that throwing away food or organic materials is environmentally benign,” said Jan Lundqvist, author of an influential waste study and a professor of water and environmental studies at Sweden’s Linkoping University. “But it depends on how food is being disposed.”

Food scraps are the second-largest component of the national waste stream, making up 19 percent of what we dump into landfills.3 (And the landfill figures don’t include the food we shoot down the garbage disposal, which can be up to three times what we put in the trash and has its own consequences.4) As anyone with a mailbox can understand, paper is the most common landfill stuffer, despite our significant recycling rate. Food’s proportion of the waste stream, or, dare I say, the foodprint, steadily increased as we have recycled other materials at higher and higher rates. By contrast, we barely recycle, or compost, any of our food. As a result, while food is 13 percent of all materials discarded, it’s 18 percent of whats dumped into landfills (after factoring in recycling).5


And whereas our landfilling of food is on the rise—the rate doubled from 1980 to 2007—our pitiful rate of composting has dropped.6 From 1995 to 1999, composting, according to the EPA, dipped a bit.7 Since the turn of the millennium,  this rate has increased slightly, but even with all the focus on increasing awareness of environmental issues, it hasn’t exactly taken off. In 2000, we composted 2.5 percent of food discards.8 In 2008, the rate was a strikingly similar 2.5 percent. Meanwhile, the overall recycling rate has done nothing but increase, climbing by 400 percent from 1989 to 1999.9


As previously mentioned, the average American sends more than half a pound of food to the landfill each day.10 Good riddance and bon voyage, right? Yes, except that we’re stashing pockets of greenhouse gases in the ground as little surprises for the next generation. Not all surprises are welcome. Food buried in a landfill today could still be emitting gas twenty years from now.

What does all this mean? In a word: methane.




Methane Mishegas 

When solid waste rots in a landfill, it emits methane. And (with apologies to Adam Sandler) if trapping heat in our atmosphere was cool, methane would be Miles Davis.11 Although methane is nowhere near as common as carbon dioxide, it’s much more harmful. Methane has been found to trap heat far more effectively than carbon dioxide, with estimates of its “global warming potential” (GWP) 21 to 25 times more than that of CO2 over a 100-year period. In other words, sending food to the landfill aids global warming in a major way.

Landfills are the second leading source of human-related methane emissions in the United States. 12 They accounted for 23 percent of all methane emissions in 2007, and, of all materials, food has the highest rate of methane yield.13 (The largest anthropogenic source is enteric fermentation, or, as you might call it, livestock belching and flatulence.)

True, landfill methane emissions are not our most dire environmental problem ; it is the ninth-largest source of greenhouse gas.14 Still, food waste is an eminently fixable problem. It would be much easier to prevent paper and food from reaching the landfill than to keep vehicles off the road and out of the sky, numbers two and five in impact, respectively. (Increased paper and food recycling and wide-scale adoption of alternative fuels and public transport would be nice compromises, though.)

In 1996, the EPA began to require gas-collection systems at the largest landfills. The most common solution was to install “wells,” or long pipes reaching  into the mass of waste, to collect the gases. Today, progressive landfills then convert that captured methane into energy and, sometimes, renewable energy credits (RECs).

Today, more than half of all landfills are still just letting their methane escape. Typically, the reason is that they do not meet the EPA’s definition of “large”—which is 2.5 million metric tons.15 Because the small and medium-sized landfills aren’t forced to collect methane, they don’t. Those systems are expensive. As a result, 61 percent of all landfill gases generated in 2003 occurred at landfills without gas wells.16 The Orange Regional Landfill is a prime example. In fact, it’s among the worst-case scenarios—a landfill just under the tonnage cutoff point with a high percentage of food waste.

And even landfills that collect greenhouse gases miss a large amount of methane. Published estimates of how much methane escapes range from 25 to 50 percent.17 Mort Barlaz, who completed the EPA’s Waste Reduction Model (WARM) projections, was nice enough to “run a model” for me on emissions from food waste. He found that over the life of a typical landfill, a collection system would miss 38 to 45 percent of the methane being emitted.

Of the landfills that capture methane, slightly more than half simply burn it off. This “flaring” destroys the methane, but it creates the less harmful carbon dioxide in the process. At landfills this kind of emission isn’t counted as adding carbon to the environment because it’s considered to be preexisting, or biogenic, carbon. The other landfills that capture methane harness it to create energy, but these projects are not cheap. Despite the costs, the number of waste-to-energy plants is increasing, thanks to the allure of renewable energy credits and energy companies’ increasingly enticing rates for bulk purchases of renewable energy.

Barlaz told me that, on average, landfills don’t start collecting gas until they’ve been accepting waste for a year or two. The exact percentage of methane escaping during that window of opportunity is unknown, but Barlaz estimated it at 30 percent of the methane a food item will emit during its entire rotting process. In Salinas, California, Crazy Horse Canyon Landfill received great amounts of agricultural excess during its seventy-plus years in operation, but it only received a gas-collection system after it closed, in April 2009.18


In addition to aiding global warming, methane stinks. Air pollution can have more than one meaning. Sending more food to the landfill lowers the quality of life for neighbors of the landfill. And as environmental justice advocates will  tell you, landfills are predominantly located in areas with poverty and/ or people of color. More than just being unpleasant, these odors can cause or exacerbate respiratory problems such as asthma.




Landfull 

Groundwater pollution is another perk of landfilling food. Older landfills are dreadful in this regard, often with no liner between the seeping, toxic ooze and our drinking supply. Newer landfills must have a liner, and most do a decent job of keeping this “leachate” out of groundwater. But nobody is sure how long these liners—often a layer of clay—will last. If they falter, that leachate, caused by rain picking up various substances as it trickles through the trash, will find the holes. Those not employed by waste management companies acknowledge that, one way or another, landfills will eventually leak.19


No matter how you slice it, we’re sending far too much food to the landfill—and that has dire long- and short-term consequences. In a nation with robotic vacuums and phones that can give us directions, we’re essentially using a Stone Age solution—digging a hole in the ground and dumping stuff in it—to handle our waste. The authors of the Natural Resources Defense Council study “Is Landfill Gas Green Energy?” didn’t mince words in analyzing the overall effect of landfills: “At best, the Environmental Protection Agency’s current landfill regulations merely postpone the inevitable damage landfills will cause,” they wrote. “Landfills are simply unsustainable, and therefore so is LFG [landfill gas].”

Americans make up less than 5 percent of the world’s population, but we supply almost a quarter of global greenhouse-gas emissions. Making matters worse, we’re terrible at “recycling” our food waste. Large-scale composting in America is all too rare. American cities and towns, however, are increasingly realizing the beauty of turning food waste into a useful soil amendment that recirculates nutrients into the growing of new foods (of which, about half will be wasted, but I digress). Some Americans are even learning about worm composting, and in addition, a fraction of Americans still feed scraps to hogs or other animals (such as goats). From bacon to goat’s milk to soil-enhancing poop, there are inherent benefits for humankind resulting from these methods. Equally important, composting eliminates methane emissions, as food decomposes aerobically (as long as the pile is turned).

Barring a reduction in food waste or a widespread adoption of composting—reuse doesn’t quite apply here—government agencies can alleviate the landfill problem. Municipalities, for example, can examine the progressive process of anaerobic digestion (AD) with an eye toward using it for energy production. That technology, now commonly used to process sewage sludge, harnesses the methane formed when bacteria consume food in a tank. Unlike landfill waste-to-energy systems, AD doesn’t allow nearly half of the methane to escape, as the process occurs in an enclosed vessel. AD has been slow to catch on because of its upfront costs, but the technology, common in Europe, is beginning to make inroads domestically. In July 2009, a Bay Area utility company became the first facility in the United States to convert postconsumer food waste to energy through AD. (I’ll go into more detail on this technology in Chapter 10.)




Squandered Resources 

To fully understand the environmental impact of food waste, we must consider the resources that go into growing, harvesting, processing, transporting, and even cooking our food. Creating the meal on our plates is an energy-sapping, environment-impacting process. Wasting that food squanders our supply of water, depletes our soil’s nutrients, and wastes the fossil fuels that are used throughout the food chain.

We grow about twice as much food as we need, but at a heavy cost—American agriculture currently uses about 10 percent of the nation’s energy supply.20 When you lump distribution with production, our food represents 17 percent of total American energy use.21 We’re inefficient in creating our food, with some items real resource hogs. It takes 8 calories of energy to grow every edible calorie of corn, for example,22 and beef has a whopping 35-to-1 calorie ratio.23 But no pressure to finish or take home that steak or anything.

Energy is required at all stages of the food chain. We even use energy—via our refrigerators—to keep our food from spoiling. When you add refrigeration to the energy needed to cook, the average American home invests more of its  energy dollars in food than it does in anything besides heating and cooling the home itself (refrigerators use an average of 10,270 kcal of energy per person per day).24 In 2000, University of Michigan researchers found that it took an average of 7.3 units of fossil-fuel energy to produce, process, transport, and store 1 unit of food energy.25 Then again, that statistic becomes less surprising when you consider the inputs required at every stage of the food chain. Processing alone can be quite resource intensive. In a true sign of why it’s evil, instant coffee requires the most processing energy per kilogram. The bad news for all of us is that chocolate is second (providing another reason, as if you needed one, not to waste it).26


Chemical fertilizers also require a great deal of energy to produce, and large-scale commercial farms now use these chemicals almost exclusively (as opposed to organic fertilizers). In fact, synthesizing nitrogen and natural gas into fertilizer accounts for 40 percent of the food system’s energy use, making it the largest user of fossil fuels in the food chain .27 In addition to the energy implications, the liberal application of fertilizer and pesticides depletes the soil and causes the nitrogen runoff responsible for that charming 7,000-square-mile Gulf of Mexico dead zone.28 It has reached the point where the EPA is considering limiting fertilizer use. These practices are made all the more galling by the fact that humans have had a perfectly feasible soil enhancer for eons—manure. Yet, when you move from multifaceted farms to the monoculture approach, livestock are separated from the crops, and the manure is no longer so conveniently located. Manure is heavier, too, and thus more expensive to transport than chemical fertilizer.

Oil pervades agriculture’s energy use. Today’s crude approach to farming relies on petroleum at all levels, from making fertilizer to fueling the machines that plant, harvest, and ship our foods. About 400 gallons of oil are expended to feed one person for a year, roughly equivalent to thirty-three car refuelings.29 Food transport represents more than 20 percent of all U.S. goods shipped. 30 The average food item travels 1,500 miles before it’s eaten (or thrown away).31 And oil shows up in unexpected places—for example, it powers irrigation systems. The USDA has estimated that making our irrigation systems just 10 percent more efficient would save 80 million gallons of diesel, not to mention countless gallons of water.32





Down the Drain 

Ah yes, water. Let’s not forget about that. American agriculture swigs water at an alarming rate. Farm uses, both animal- and crop-related, represent 90 percent of U.S. consumptive water use, a statistic that should put lawn watering guilt in perspective.33 To reach that amount, we’re diverting rivers and pumping water from aquifers faster than they can replenish themselves. In that sense, we’re “mining” our water resources in a way that’s anything but sustainable.34 Waste makes it even less so.

While people living and farming in nonarid climates have long taken this resource for granted, they are coming to realize just how valuable it is. Without water, today’s agricultural system wouldn’t work, as one-third of the world’s crops come from irrigated, not rain-fed, systems. As with energy, some of our food choices are less than efficient when it comes to water use. Taking into account the water used to grow the grains fed to cattle, it takes 15 tons of water to produce 2.2 pounds of red meat.35 To then waste such a large proportion of our food means we’re squandering all that water. And that’s the main conceit of Jan Lundqvist’s research.

In addition to teaching at Sweden’s Linkoping University, Lundqvist is a senior scientific adviser at the Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI). He came to my attention as a lead author of the 2008 SIWI report “Saving Water: From Field to Fork—Curbing Losses and Wastage in the Food Chain.” Given its bent, it comes as no surprise that SIWI studies food waste: If you’re interested in water conservation, you have to be interested in food waste. “I see them as very much intertwined,” said Lundqvist, who told me that he tries to avoid food waste by not purchasing too much at once or blindly following best-by dates. “If we can reduce losses in food, we can cut the amount of water wasted. I hope that our ‘luxury habit’ of throwing away part of the food we buy will decrease as people learn about the environmental implications.”

Soil depletion occurs almost any time you farm. You’re using the soil’s nutrients, enriched by centuries of decomposing plants, to grow crops. The more you deplete the soil, the more you need fertilizers, and a vicious cycle is set in motion. Soil erosion, exacerbated by row crops, is also part of the cycle. And overgrazing and clearing forests to make way for fields isn’t helpful. The United  States is losing soil ten times faster than it can replenish itself. In just the past forty years, 30 percent of the world’s arable land has become unfit for farming due to erosion. In short, our full-steam-ahead approach to agriculture, including increased watering and liberal fertilizer use, accelerates topsoil loss.36


If we’re going to exhaust our soil, we may as well use the material we grow. Trimming waste would slow demand for more farmland, which would in turn reduce soil depletion and prevent erosion. More of our fields would have a chance to lay fallow. Since it takes hundreds of years to create an inch of topsoil, this wouldn’t allow the soil levels to regenerate, but it would slow the rate of depletion.

And, as Tristram Stuart pointed out in Waste, the increased demand created by our waste launches an unhappy chain of events. Added demand for certain grains, partly for ethanol, increases commodity prices. That prompts opportunists in developing nations to create more arable land. In Brazil, that usually means cutting down rain forests. In Kenya, it meant draining and plowing the Tana River Delta, ruining the habitat of hundreds of species, including fishermen.37


And that demand is artificial, stimulated by a policy of maximum production with its accompanying subsidies. U.S. production is not driven by consumption. If it was, we wouldn’t create twice as much food as we need. There are gluts in many commodity crops, and, increasingly, in corn. The abundance of inedible corn grown for the purpose of producing ethanol doesn’t help the American poor; it has only hogged arable land, helping to spark increased food prices. And when surplus crops are shipped abroad to poorer nations, they undercut the ability of local farmers in those countries to make a living, as they can’t compete on price with foods heavily subsidized by Uncle Sam.

In sum, we’re wasting resources by growing too much stuff, which causes soil depletion, which in turn requires us to use more fertilizers (and fossil-fuel resources) to maintain yields. Meanwhile, we’re speeding up erosion and using up our precious aquifers. There are newer seeds that don’t require as much water or fertilizer, but for the most part, the cycle continues. The better we understand this scenario, the less likely we are to squander food.

Some people are trying to do something about our squandered resources. One such guy is Albany, California, restaurateur Aaron French, chef at the  Sunny Side Café. In addition to going to lengths to reduce waste in his restaurant, French also writes a column under the handle The Eco-Chef. When I met French, I asked him why he tries to avoid waste. “It’s just the right thing to do,” said French. “It really hurts me to see food brought all this way—with all the associated carbon effects—and then discarded. I compost, but even now it’s not going directly into that food cycle, not fertilizing crops. All our problems come from not doing what we’re supposed to—putting it back in the food cycle.”

Yet, one suspects, most chefs aren’t quite as eco-conscious. Perhaps they would be if they paid as close attention to the restaurant’s stinky, rotting output as they do to their appetizing, fresh input.




Hauling (Is a) Waste 

In addition to the landfill emissions—all that methane—we’re creating more problems when we transport our waste from state to state. The long-distance hauling spews air pollution in the form of smog-forming compounds, particulate matter, and toxic chemicals. And a full quarter of the trash we bury or burn every year has crossed a state line.38 Between 1995 and 2005, interstate shipments of trash more than doubled, with Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Virginia becoming key dumping grounds.39 The Keystone State, in particular, received nearly one-fifth of the total waste shipped between states in 2005 .40 In 2008, Pennsylvania received waste from twenty-four states, including Colorado, Florida, Mississippi, and Nevada.41 It even received 542 tons of waste from Puerto Rico.

These days, interstate waste is usually shipped by 18-wheelers averaging 4 to 7 miles per gallon. That’s pretty abysmal, especially when considering that most of the 169 million tons of waste thrown out could have been recycled.42 Plus, because food waste is about 70 percent water, this shipping is far less efficient than it could be.43 Commercial food operations or municipalities could use simple “pulpers,” machines that dewater (and lighten) waste, to reduce fuel consumption.

In processing New York City’s waste alone, garbage trucks make 250,000 trips throughout the city and the same number of long hauls out of state.44 Now consider that the average garbage truck, with its frequent stops and idling, gets about 3 miles per gallon .45 Where I live, in Durham, North Carolina, the city collects the solid waste and ships it to a landfill outside of Lawrenceville,  Virginia, as Durham’s own landfill closed in the mid-1990s. It’s a 154-mile round trip.

American landfills are filling up or reaching their mandated closing dates, and fewer new ones are being constructed, mostly because it’s incredibly difficult to site a new landfill (in short, because of the whole “Not in My Backyard” thing). When they are built, new landfills tend to be farther from population centers (and the waste), requiring more fuel consumption from hauling. The number of U.S. landfills dropped by 78 percent from 1988 to 2007.46 Yet, as their numbers shrink, their average size increases .47 America’s average landfill is growing, just like our farms. So-called “mega-landfills” dot the economically depressed, Rust Belt states of Pennsylvania, Michigan, Indiana, and Ohio. Communities receive a share of the landfill’s revenues, but that cash influx comes at a price. Landfills create decades of work for a few, but they bring centuries of environmental impact for all.




Tightening the Belt 

Go outside and turn on your car. Don’t ask questions, just do it. Now walk away. You heard me, just leave it running. Set your watch for thirty minutes. When that time is up, you can turn off your car.

While no sane person would let their car idle for a half hour, it burns through the same amount of money that we squander each day in wasted food (based on 2009 gas prices).48


Here’s an even more evocative image: Just take $2,200 in cash and flush it down the toilet. Better yet, dump it into the garbage disposal—it’d be more fitting. That amount is how much the average family of four loses in wasted food each year .49 That’s based on a 25 percent loss rate, what Garbage Project founder William Rathje gave me as his estimate for the amount of food we throw out or put down the garbage disposal. If, however, you want to be more conservative, then use the more commonly cited 15 percent rate of waste, which would yield about $1,350.50 In either case, imagine having that cash on hand to invest or spend. At the very least, it would buy a heck of a lot of compost bins!

That lost money, “opportunity cost” to those who survived Econ 101, is one way to view food waste through economics’ steely lens. It assigns a value to our  waste, and, if you’re like most humans, this can encourage waste avoidance. It’s money that could be in your bank account rather than the store’s. Grocers, of course, aren’t too concerned with this problem, because our discarded food often means we’ve spent more than we needed to at their store. That’s not a dig at grocers—there’ll be plenty of time for that in Chapter 7—and I’m not saying grocers deliberately prompt waste, just that they have a direct incentive to help you not avoid it. From that perspective, I tend to view any supermarket promotion with a bushel of skepticism.

Whether you squander $2,200 annually or not—and it’s been shown that people tend to underestimate their own profligacy—food waste likely has a significant impact on your budget. Your groceries are “sunk costs.” You’ve spent your money on that food, and now you either use it or squander its value. This inefficient use of goods represents a “market failure”: There is no way to resell the items you’ve already bought. You can’t sell off that extra pound of meat that you bought “just to be on the safe side.” Food’s perishability and our social norms preclude a secondary market for household foods. Craigslist has created many new markets, but this isn’t one of them. Even with shelf-stable foods, I haven’t heard of any peer-to-peer food selling.

Although we can’t sell our unwanted food like a used car, we can each trim thousands of dollars from our household budgets by reducing our food waste. Unfortunately, that will require us to make a few changes in how we shop—and I mean more than remembering to bring those reusable grocery bags into the store. “I think that the obvious task would be to try to convince or stimulate consumers to reduce their wastage,” said Lundqvist, the Swedish water expert. “It’s in their own economic interest. It doesn’t make much sense to pay for a lot of food, carry it home and then throw it away while it’s perfectly good to eat. It doesn’t make sense.”

Yet we do that—not just occasionally, but over and over again. Basic economic principles do not explain our food choices. Why does food prompt such irrational behavior? Our need to eat and food’s perishable nature separates it from other goods. But is it really that different?

On a macroeconomic level, our waste throughout the food chain spurs price increases. If less food were wasted, we wouldn’t need to grow as much, which would lower input costs. To keep up with the anticipated waste, we’ve had to grow more crops, depleting the soil at a faster rate, requiring more fertilizer,  pesticides, and irrigation, all of which come at a price, making food more expensive (and doing a number on the environment).

Someone has to pay for these increased costs, and, for the most part, it isn’t the farmer, the processor, or the retailer. It’s you and me. Consumers are subsidizing the waste throughout the food chain, as it is built into the price of goods, said Dave Swenson, an economist with Iowa State University’s Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture. “The consumer pays for the commodity they get plus all that got lost along the way, going back to the farmer,” said Swenson. “At the point at which it gets too expensive, we stop buying something.”

Though few of us are aware of this relationship between waste and prices, it isn’t exactly news. A 1977 General Accounting Office report to Congress spelled it out quite clearly: “Consumers ultimately bear the cost of losses in the form of higher prices. This is due to factoring anticipated loss into cost and hence, the pricing structure.”51


The cost in dollars is not easy to tally. At the retail level, where waste occurs at tens of thousands of supermarket and restaurant locations, the losses quickly add up, but few grocers keep track of waste as a separate entity. It’s just buried within the term “shrink,” which also includes theft and damage. And at restaurants, waste is just part of the equation for “food cost.” As long as enough entrées are sold, kitchen and storage loss can be ignored. One thing is certain, though: The majority of all this preconsumer waste ends up costing us. It’s also an unnecessary drain on the economy.

Opportunity cost—that lost chance to pursue an alternative course—means potentially twice the waste. What isn’t used and what could have been used are both lost. “If you’re doing one thing, it comes at the expense of not doing something else,” Swenson said. “What other things could we do with this land and these resources that are now going to grow corn?”

To gain further perspective, I put down my economics textbook and met face-to-face with an actual economist. Fortunately, I’m good friends with the son of a Nobel Laureate in Economics. I’ve known Amartya Sen, the Thomas W. Lamont University Professor at Harvard’s Economics Department and 1998 Nobel Prize winner, since my college days and actually lived for a year with his son Kabir in the family’s Harvard Square home. In a chat at a Cambridge restaurant, Sen noted that the resources wasted in growing and transporting today’s food such great distances is a more significant problem than the food left on our  plates. Later, he flashed his blend of insight and wit in discussing the irrational behavior surrounding food waste. “Buying three shirts and then throwing one away would be regarded as unorthodox behavior. But buying a sandwich and eating half and throwing the other half away is not,” Sen said over his salad.




Waste Adds Up 

I’d love to put a government-issued or peer-reviewed dollar figure on American food waste. Unfortunately, there hasn’t been an all-inclusive look at U.S. food loss since 1997’s “Estimating and Addressing America’s Food Losses.” Produced by the USDA’s Economic Research Service (ERS), the study remains the most up-to-date federal review of food waste ever completed. And unfortunately, there isn’t likely to be another one anytime soon. Brian Wansink, who headed the USDA’s Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion from 2007 to 2009, told me that studying food waste didn’t exactly top the department’s to-do list. “I think there are so many bigger fish to fry, I think they don’t see it as a big priority now,” said Wansink, who has returned to his post as director of the Cornell Food and Brand Lab.

Calculator in hand, I’m prepared to step into that void. Assessing the cost of our waste requires determining how much food we actually have. Using the ERS’ food availability data for 2007, the most recent set available, I calculated that we produced 591.4 billion pounds of food (believe it or not, the ERS doesn’t have this total already figured for you; you have to tally the different food categories). 52 Using the conservative 27 percent waste estimate from that 1997 USDA report, the United States chain wastes 160 billion pounds of food annually.53 That’s right, we produce almost half a billion pounds of food waste per day.

Given that amount, what’s the actual cost? Former University of Arizona anthropology researcher Timothy Jones, who specializes in food waste, estimated it was “at least $100 billion” in a July 2005 article, in which he concluded that we squander around 100 billion pounds. If we go on the rough estimate of $1 per pound of food wasted, which I’ve heard used elsewhere as well, that would mean a loss of $160 billion dollars a year.

To put that in perspective, that’s more than the GDP of Hungary, New Zealand, or Peru.54 But does that amount really matter? Again, opportunity cost comes into play. What else could our nation put that money toward? For sure,  some waste is unavoidable and it will never be eliminated. But if we dedicated our collective effort to the topic, we could certainly halve it. That $80 billion would be spread among farmers, processors, retailers, restaurants, and, mostly, consumers. And I doubt there would be many complaints from anyone about taking a portion of that pot.

Another way to view food waste is as a real waste of taxpayer money. The 1977 General Accounting Office report’s title really says it all: “Food Waste: An Opportunity to Improve Resource Use.” Under the heading “Plate Waste Results in Substantial Losses of Federal Funds,” the GAO calculated that $267.5 million in federal funds were squandered. The study arrived at that number by applying the USDA’s estimate at the time, a 15 percent loss rate, to the $1.8 billion in federal funds used to purchase food for various federal food programs, such as the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), the school breakfast program, summer feeding, commodity grants for elderly feeding, and direct distribution to institutions.

Employing that same method with the 2008 NSLP cost of $9.3 billion, we can estimate that today’s plate waste from the program costs $1.4 billion.55 That’s not to say that this entire sum could be recouped, because there will always be some waste. Yet, some estimates of school lunch waste are even greater. Ethan Bergman, a professor of food science and nutrition at Central Washington University, found that elementary-school students waste more than a quarter of their food, which would put NSLP losses at more than $2 billion.




The Triple Bottom Line on Waste 

LeanPath sells one product. The Portland, Oregon, company’s ValuWaste System is a digital scale with an attached touch screen that wouldn’t look out of place in Star Wars. The accompanying software helps commercial-kitchen managers recognize and reduce waste. It’s intended for schools, hospitals, restaurants, and other institutions, where kitchen staff members are instructed to use the gadget to weigh and then classify the food they’re throwing away. The ValuWaste software then provides data about what is being wasted and why, allowing managers to better manage their inventories and improve their bottom line.

ValuWaste provides a decent estimate on the cost of commercial-kitchen waste. Using the system and client feedback, founder and president Andrew  Shakman has found that kitchens waste between 4 and 10 percent of all food purchased. In some extreme cases they squander as much as 15 percent. It’s important to note that this represents only kitchen, or preconsumer, waste, and does not include the food squandered by diners. This waste—from overproduction, spoilage, expiration, trimmings, burned items, catering leftovers, and contamination—provides a glimpse of the potential savings for large kitchens that trim their food waste.

Several examples from LeanPath clients illustrate how kitchens’ ValuWaste analyses translate into dollars and cents. In a Baltimore Business Journal article, a spokesperson for Baltimore’s Sinai Hospital said the administrators expected to save $100,000 annually by trimming 2 percent of the hospital’s food budget.56 North Memorial HealthCare in Minneapolis saved nearly $50,000 in its first year using the system, 2006.57 That same year, the hospital halved its preconsumer waste total, and waste and expenses at the institution have continued to decrease since then.
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