What a waste

We throw out, at great environmental cost, a horrific amount of the food we grow. Why?

by Nancy Macdonald on Monday, November 9, 2009 11:24am - 22 Comments

Response to this news was uniformly horrified, but the truth is, in much of the West, produce is destroyed every day of every week, on a much larger scale, and for a reason even more offensive than proﬁt: aesthetics. We’ve grown accustomed in North America to fancy supermarkets with shiny, unblemished fruits and vegetables. But it’s no accident that all that perfect produce lines the shelves: fruits and veggies are culled to ensure that only those with the right size, shape, style or colour end up for sale. A hint of wear is fatal for an otherwise perfectly edible apple, which then winds up in the trash.

Between 25 and 40 per cent of most fruit and vegetable crops are in fact rejected by Western supermarkets. One British supermarket insists that all carrots be perfectly straight—“so customers can peel the full length in one easy stroke,” a store manager explained to Tristram Stuart, author of a new book, Waste: Uncovering the Global Food Scandal. A farmer, meanwhile, estimated that fully one-third of his crop is out-graded for cosmetic reasons, creating mountains of reject potatoes: outsized, double-lobed, too big, too small, too wonky, with eyes, not perfectly smooth, not perfectly rounded—all, of course, perfectly edible. In Britain, government law actually makes it illegal to sell carrots of less than one centimetre in diameter, and those with a fork, or secondary branch—all naturally occurring features. Globally, banana producers are among the worst offenders: waste is estimated at between 20 and 40 per cent.

Supermarket waste is just one part of a colossal and growing environmental problem: food waste. And consumers share the blame. The way food is produced in the West has changed more in the past 50 years than in the previous 10,000. The agricultural industry can now produce unlimited quantities of meat and grains at remarkably cheap prices, creating an abundance of food, and profits. Consumers, lulled by cheap prices, are unaware of the hidden costs of producing so much, or the staggering waste required to stock the supermarket machine.

The story begins in the supermarket, which, in the U.K., generates an estimated 1.6 million tonnes of food waste per year. Waste, in fact, is so much a part of that industry worldwide that it has spawned a euphemism: shrink, that is, food sent to landﬁll because it didn’t sell. In Japan that ﬁgure is 2.6 million tonnes. In Canada, nearly 40 per cent of all food produced is wasted (in the U.S., the ﬁgures nears 50 per cent). And in fact, those numbers could be even higher: Christopher Haskins, formerly the chairman of Northern Foods, one of Britain’s food-processing ﬁrms, estimates that 70 per cent of all food produced in Britain is being wasted. Stuart, who writes with the seething anger of a modern Upton Sinclair, blames sloppy management, historic neglect of environmental and social responsibilities, and slowness to adopt more efﬁcient technologies. Then, of course, there’s cosmetics. “Supermarkets say consumers won’t buy wonky produce,” Stuart explains. But when in 2007, Britain’s potato crop failed and retailers were forced to sell knobby, natural-looking potatoes, “no one batted an eyelid”: sales were not affected, nor did consumers log any complaints.

Rather, these strict aesthetic standards are being fuelled by supermarkets’ own desire for uniformity and picture-perfect displays, says Jonathan Bloom, author of the forthcoming book, American Wasteland. “Appearance has trumped taste, and nutrition,” says Bloom, who, in researching the book, took a job in the produce department of a North Carolina grocery store to see what was happening behind closed doors. There, one of his primary roles was culling and chucking “questionable” produce. (“There’s no grey area in retail,” he adds with a rueful chuckle.)

Laws, perversely, seem to bolster food waste. In the Europe, apples under 50 mm in diameter or 70 grams in weight have been banned. (Those too red or not red enough, meanwhile, have been rejected by supermarkets.) To the absurdity, add European “uniformity rules.” Yes, bureaucrats in Brussels have cooked up laws to ensure that all EU citizens are eating fruit and veggies of the same shape and size. In 2008, one British wholesaler was forced to chuck 5,000 kiwis for being four grams lighter than the 62 gram cut-off—“the equivalent of being one millimeter too thin,” says Stuart.

That raises the obvious question: why wouldn’t growers and supermarkets give away the food instead of throwing it out? “Inertia,” Bloom explains, is part of it. The effort required to bag up waste produce instead of just chucking it in a dumpster with the rest is “all the barrier some people need,” he says. In the U.S. at least, liability used to be an issue, though it is no longer. To encourage supermarkets to donate excess food, Congress enacted the Good Samaritan act, which protects supermarkets from legal liability if they donate in good faith. But other legal disincentives remain. The kiwi owner, for instance, could have been ﬁned up to $9,000 had he given away the fruit (government ofﬁcials say such rules are in place to ensure quality and uniformity).

That said, most supermarkets proudly insist they do donate surplus food to charity. Safeway, one of Western Canada’s dominant supermarket chains, for example, told Maclean’s it donates $10 million per year in food and “in kind donations”—though it didn’t say whether any of that food was diverted from waste. And in 2007, Sainsbury’s claimed to have given away 6,680 tonnes of food, an admirable sum—unless you consider that this represented 10 per cent of its annual discard, a ﬁgure typical of the industry in Britain. The reality, according to Stuart, is that most waste goes straight to the landﬁll.
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Some waste is inevitable, but the trouble is how much of this has been built into the manufacturing process. Marks & Spencer, for example, insists its sandwich suppliers pitch four slices of bread from each loaf they produce—the crust and the ﬁrst slice at either end—amounting to 13,000 slices of fresh bread a day. Another example of systemic wastage has been dubbed “overproduction waste.” That is, manufacturers will make more of a product than supermarkets can actually sell; in the convenience-food sector (supplying ready-made meals and sandwiches) overproduction waste levels reach 56 per cent of a company’s total output, meaning that, yes, more food is being wasted than sold.

And as if diners needed any more reason to feel guilty about the grilled salmon or sushi dinner on their plates, it is the global fisheries, an industry plagued by greed, ignorance, corruption and terminal shortsightedness, that are responsible for some of the most stomach-turning examples of waste. The European Commission estimates that 40 to 60 per cent of all ﬁsh caught by European ﬂeets are thrown back to sea because they are too small, or the wrong species (Greenpeace puts the ﬁgure even higher, suggesting that 117 million of the 186 million ﬁsh caught in U.K. waters are tossed back to sea). Indeed, the biggest waste, and source of guilt, isn’t even about the ﬁsh we actually eat: the UN Environmental Programme estimates that humans eat barely half of all ﬁsh caught. (When waste from scraps, rot, fishmeal and inedible matter are taken into account, the amount of ﬁsh-based protein actually consumed amounts to just 10 per cent of the marine animals removed annually from the oceans, according to Charles Clover, author of The End of the Line.) The world’s top marine scientists, meanwhile, continue to warn that the global ﬁshery will collapse within 30 years if trends continue (for some species, it may be too late: the journal Nature estimates that the oceans have already lost more than 90 per cent of large predatory ﬁshes, like cod, salmon and tuna).

Consumers do not escape blame for the mammoth waste problem: the average American throws away 96 kg of edible food each year. In Britain 58 per cent of all the carrots grown currently went in the trash. That is, Stuart says, “for every carrot you eat, you have paid for at least one more to be thrown away.” Lettuce is even worse: for every serving of fresh salad eaten in the U.K., another two have been thrown away. In all, Britons, who have had their trash examined with near-forensic precision, toss an average of 70 kg, totalling $16.5 billion, including 484 million containers of unopened yogurt, 27 apples per person and 2.6 billion slices of bread a year—enough to sate the hunger of more than 30 million people, Stuart adds.

So how did we get here? Government largesse, and the industrialization of agriculture, have brought food prices to historic lows: between 1974 and 2005, food prices on world markets fell by fully 75 per cent in real terms. Until 1952, Americans spent more than 20 per cent of their incomes on food. Last year that portion hit an all-time low of 5.6 per cent—even as the average number of calories available per person per day rose by nine per cent. (In Pakistan, by comparison, the percentage of spending on food can reach 75 per cent of income.) Waste and the amount of food available per person have risen inexorably in tandem. One British study from 1938 put food waste at two to three per cent; U.S. studies from the 1960s and ’70s put wastage levels at seven per cent. Now rich countries, which produce up to 200 per cent more food than needed to satisfy their population requirements, waste more than 25 per cent of household food (the increasing food supply and steep drop in prices are also strongly correlated with the rise in obesity: currently, two-thirds of Americans are overweight, half of those are obese, and it is believed that one-third of those born after 2000 will develop diabetes, a related condition).

Then there is the staggering cost of disposing of all of that waste food, paid for by taxes, and of leaving it to rot in landﬁlls. Canada’s landﬁlls are responsible for up to 38 per cent of human-made methane, a greenhouse gas. Bacteria that breaks down rotting waste produce acids that, when they make it into groundwater or nearby water bodies, can poison ﬁsh and amphibians, render water undrinkable, or enter the food chain. In cities, even recycling and composting generate greenhouse gases: they require someone to pick up waste and distribute it. And despite the signiﬁcant growth of waste-diversion programs we’re still generating more and more garbage every year, says waste management expert Paul van der Werf, noting that Torontonians generated 70 kg more waste per person last year than just 10 years ago. Indeed, from 1990 to 2005, we increased our municipal waste by 24 per cent, compared to the OECD average increase of just ﬁve per cent. Currently, Canada produces 791 kg per capita of municipal waste each year, placing us dead last among the 17 OECD countries surveyed by the Conference Board of Canada.

All of which matters most when you consider the massive environmental trade-off that comes with buying a third more food than we actually eat. The environmental fallout goes far beyond the wasted food. To the discard heap, add the resources spent to grow the food: fertilizers, pesticides, oil for the tractor and for transport. In the U.S., the energy-intensive food system uses 19 per cent of fossil fuels—more than any other sector of the economy. Although experts quibble over the precise figure, modern farming is thought to contribute more greenhouse gases to the atmosphere than anything else North Americans do: 37 percent, according to one study. Factory farms have become one of the biggest sources of pollution on the continent. So when we waste from the industrial food system, we are also wasting oil, releasing greenhouse gases, polluting waterways and hastening global warming.

Even worse, many of the environmental costs of creating, then wasting, so much food—such as deforestation, water depletion and soil erosion—are being foisted on developing countries, where increasing amounts of cereals, grains and produce are being grown to sate the West’s growing appetite. When we pay Brazil to chop down the rainforest to grow soy, or have Kenya drain the Tana River delta to make sugar, we of course also hasten the never-ending extension of the agricultural frontier into the world’s last, remaining forests and wetlands.

Food waste statistics
Food Waste: Canada $3-5+ billion, UK $10+ billion per year?

May 15, 2008 — shadowphenyx 
Apparently, the British throw out a lot of food.  Enough to cost them $10 billion British pounds per year ($15.5 billion Canadian dollars).  My previous work on food waste for urban agriculture estimated that Canadians threw out at least 7-14 million tonnes of food.  If I do some more rough estimates then Candians lose at least $3-5 billion per year conservatively on wasted food.  

 

If this waste were recovered we could prevent the release of roughly 9-15 million tonnes of greenhouse gases for Canada (the weight of 76-127 CN Towers) and 18 million tonnes for the UK (the weight of 152 CN Towers).  Yet we seem to waste as much food as the Brits (they waste 6 million tonnes).  The Canadian $ and greenhouse gas values could be equal to or greater than the British cost.  Regardless, that’s quite a lot of money and climate changing emissions.

 

Last I checked, people in the UK wasted 30% of their home pantries (most of it being unopen and uneaten food).  The information I have indicates it’s roughly the same here in Canada (ranging from 20-30% depending on your local area).  Unfortunately we don’t have a campaign like the UK government’s Waste & Resources Action Programme.  There just aren’t enough hard numbers.  Anyone feel like starting a food waste study?

 

******************************************

 

What a waste: Britain throws away £10bn of food every year
Global food shortages, soaring prices and alarm over the environment. But every day, Britain throws away 220,000 loaves of bread, 1.6m bananas, 5,500 chickens, 5.1m potatoes, 660,000 eggs, 1.2m sausages and 1.3m yoghurts

 

By Martin Hickman, Consumer Affairs Correspondent

Thursday, 8 May 2008 

 

A new study has exposed the staggering amount of food thrown away every day by the British public, calculating that the annual total of wasted products adds up to a record £10bn.

 

Each day, according to the government-backed report, Britons throw away 4.4 million apples, 1.6 million bananas, 1.3 million yoghurt pots, 660,000 eggs, 5,500 [CORRECTED] chickens, 300,000 packs of crisps and 440,000 ready meals. And for the first time government researchers have established that most of the food waste is made up of completely untouched food products – whole chickens and chocolate gateaux that lie uneaten in cupboards and fridges before being discarded.

 

The roll call of daily waste costs an average home more than £420 a year but for a family with children the annual cost rises to £610.

 

The Government’s waste campaign Wrap (Waste & Resources Action Programme) revealed the extent of Britain’s throwaway food culture after sifting through the dustbins of 2,138 people who signed up to an audit of food detritus. Other items on the daily list included 1.2 million sausages, 710,000 packs of chocolate or sweets, 260,000 packs of cheese, 50,000 milkshake bottles and 25,000 cooking sauces.

 

The study is published as millions of the world’s poor face food shortages caused by rising populations, droughts and increased demand for land for biofuels, which have sparked riots and protests from Haiti to Mauritania, and from Yemen to the Philippines. Last month India halted the export of non-basmati rice to ensure its poor can eat, while Vietnam, the second-biggest rice exporter, is considering a similar measure after Cyclone Nargis ripped through Burma’s rice-producing Irrawaddy delta.

 

In Britain yesterday, it emerged that food prices had risen by 4.7 per cent in the past month. The soaring cost of wheat has increased food prices in the UK by up to 11 per cent in the past year, putting more pressure on domestic budgets already struggling to cope with higher mortgage costs and council tax and energy bills.

 

Turn waste into money
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Diana McLaren 

Find out ways to cut down on food waste and put cash in your pocket 

Mike Brigham is an environmentalist and he’s bothered by waste in all its forms– especially when perfectly edible food gets tossed away. “Every time we have a certain friend to dinner, she takes a full plate of food but eats less than half of it,” he says. “It upsets me because of the waste it represents.” 

It’s the dirty little secret many of us harbour: the amount of food we scoop from our fridges or scrape off our plates uneaten, only to wind up in compost or garbage bins. It’s a waste calculated in environmental costs, from resources to grow, transport, process and store the food. 

But it hits consumer’s pocketbooks, too. A recent Statistics Canada report showed a drop in the overall rate of inflation, but a significant rise in food costs: 7.3 percent over the previous year. Fresh vegetables led the way, rising a whopping 26.9 percent; bakery and cereal products were up by 12.4 percent. So every morsel wasted is costing more than ever. 

There are no studies on how much edible food Canadians throw away. However, some cities do track the overall amount of organic waste ending up in curbside composting programs. “Our stats show that a single family disposes of approximately 275 kilograms of food waste per year,” says Geoff Rathbone, general manager of Toronto’s solid waste management department. 

The city hasn’t measured how that breaks down between potentially edible and inedible food, such things as melon rinds and apple cores. Rathbone says that while it’s obvious a good deal of green bin waste is intact or in unopened packages, they don’t have actual figures for edible food waste. 

Love food, hate waste 

However, that’s just what the Waste and Resources Action Programme  (WRAP) in the U.K. set out to study. And what they discovered about British food waste was an eye-opener. By analyzing the waste of 2,138 households, WRAP found that Brits throw away approximately one-third of the food they buy every year. Of that one-third, the researchers estimated more than half could have been eaten. 

In terms of dollars and cents, a family could save almost $1000 annually in food costs if waste was eliminated, according to WRAP. Toward this end, it launched the “Love Food Hate Waste” campaign, which provides British consumers with tips on how to cut down on food waste, including recipes, storage advice and basic food education. Chefs and restaurants are joining the campaign, and resources have been developed for community groups to start awareness projects. 

Cook soup, and other advice 

Closer to home, community organizations such as FoodShare are helping to spread the word on eating well and economically, while supporting environmentally sound agriculture. By learning some food basics, says FoodShare kitchen manager Alvin Rebick, you can eat well, save money and cut waste. Here are some of Rebick’s food basics: 

· Be careful when you shop to avoid over-buying. Be realistic about what you will actually cook and eat in the days ahead.m 

· Learn to cook foods that use up what Rebick calls “the bits” languishing in your refrigerator. His two best words of advice: “Cook soup.” 

· Don’t be afraid to experiment with food by tossing in nuts, spices, seeds or some of that aging cheese approaching its best-before date. These can liven up a recipe or leftovers, turning what might have been waste into a tempting meal. 

· Wash and store your food properly to avoid spoilage. Rebick says the best kitchen gadget to help use up wilted fruits and veggies is a hand blender. “You throw the bits into a soup pot or stew to cook, then whiz some of it up and no one even knows what’s in it, it tastes so good.” 

Wayne Roberts, head of Toronto’s Food Policy Council and a noted food author, advocates a systemic approach to eliminating food waste, such as redesigning cities and turning local convenience stores, often selling cigarettes and junk food, into mom-and-pop grocery stores. That way, he says, “people could walk or bike to the store and buy just what they need for that day and the next. They would get exercise, eat more fresh food, throw away less, save money—and both people and the planet would be healthier.” 

For more advice on cutting food waste, visit Love Food Hate Waste  on the net. 

How we waste food 
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Kashi Natural Products
Healthy and Delicious Snacks and
Cereals. Try a Kashi Free Sample.
www.Kashi.ca
Try to imagine 35,000 hulking African elephants barrelling down Yonge St., and you'll come close to picturing the quantity of food we throw out each year in Toronto alone.

That's more than 210 million kilograms of food. Most of it edible. Much of it still in its original packaging. 

And that's just residences, the largest single group contributor to food waste. Try to conceptualize that others – food manufacturers, restaurants, grocery stores and commercial enterprises such as schools or hospitals – together discard even more. 

Food waste is taking on growing significance as food prices skyrocket. The sad stories of food shortages sparking crises and riots around the globe stand in sharp contrast to what might be considered a tragicomedy of the Western world: the incredible volume of edible food that is simply thrown away. 

A British study released this month provided perhaps the most comprehensive look ever at the problem of food waste.

After analyzing the trash of more than 2,000 households, the study determined that more than 6.7 million tonnes of food, or about one-third of the food bought, is thrown out in the United Kingdom every year. 

A 1997 study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture found a similar result: 27 per cent, or 44 billion kilograms, of edible food is never eaten – about a half-kilogram of waste per person per day. (The data is currently being updated.) 

In Toronto, the picture is not all that different. Single-family households each produce about 275 kilograms of food waste each year. Toronto's expanding organics composting program is capturing about 75 per cent of that volume. The rest, about 32,000 tonnes, heads to Michigan, in those dripping garbage trucks, to be dumped.

"Twenty-five per cent of the food is inappropriately going into the garbage as opposed to the green bin," says Geoff Rathbone, general manager of solid waste management for the city.

As in other places, food waste can be divided into a few categories. Disposal of a portion, such as melon rinds and bones, is unavoidable. Another portion includes plate scrapings and other edibles that some people just don't eat, like bread crusts. A third portion is, say, stale bread or rotten apples that no one ate. 

And then, Rathbone says, "One-quarter to one-third of the food waste is unopened or whole or untouched."

Every day in the U.K., folks throw out 7 million slices of bread, 660,000 eggs, 1.2 million sausages, 2.8 million tomatoes, 1.6 million bananas, 700,000 packages of chocolate and 260,000 packages of cheese – that have never been opened – according to the report, written by the Waste & Resources Action Programme, or WRAP. 

Overall, 61 per cent of all the food waste could have been eaten if consumers better planned and stored their food purchases, WRAP says. Fifteen per cent of the food hadn't even been opened. Five per cent was still within the best-before date.

Less than one-fifth of the food waste was "unavoidable" scraps, such as peels and bones. 

The report warned of the implications for society. 

Consumers, for one, are spending more than 10 billion British pounds (about $19.5 billion Canadian) on food they don't eat. And all the rotting food pumps more than 18 million tonnes of carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas, into the atmosphere. Stopping that would be the equivalent of taking one in five cars off the road. 

Then there's the cost of collecting, transporting and landfilling the excess food. 

In Toronto, taxpayers spend nearly $10 million a year to dispose of food waste that's not composted. 

Food experts say that all the waste stems from a societal-scale embarrassment of riches. 

"There's too much abundance, so much food, that we don't know what to do with it," says Wayne Roberts, author and project co-ordinator of the Toronto Food Policy Council, a committee of the Toronto Board of Health that examines food issues as they relate to the environment and poverty.

Despite the food shortages in many parts of the world, and food inflation here – consumers forked out 1.2 per cent more for food in April than the year prior, 10.4 per cent more for bread alone – the economic argument is still weak.

Food is, thus, treated as a commodity. "Food has no value," Roberts insists. "It's so cheap."

Then there are the ways we organize our lives that lead to food waste. 

Often, we tend to go food shopping, say, once a week. We buy too much.

Outside of densely populated downtowns, it's typical that an individual would have to drive some distance to the grocery store, which makes frequent trips to buy only what's immediately needed impractical. 

"So you need a big refrigerator, and you buy things you don't use," Roberts explains. 

Often people don't buy according to their habits. They'll buy food to cook, when their lifestyle has them eating in restaurants most of the week. 

Storage is also a problem. Many consumers don't make use of methods such as freezing.

FOOD WASTE ALSO HAPPENS in the places we buy the food. 

Some grocery stores are notorious for discarding perfectly edible food. 

Jonathan Bloom, a journalist in Chapel Hill, N.C., decided to get a job at a grocery store to find out just how much food and produce was "culled." 

"Basically, I showed up there and they put me to work throwing out food," says Bloom, who is writing a book on food waste and maintains a blog, wastedfood.com.

On his first morning, he was ordered to dump 23 kilograms of fruit and vegetables – much of it packaged with "sell-by" dates for that day. 

"It was frustrating, because I'd have to take these apples and bell peppers that I'd be happy to eat to the back room and throw them out."

He was told to keep the display cases brimming. "They were keen on having this image of abundance," he explained. The message, he suggested, was that the consumer shouldn't worry about getting a bad apple. There's always more where that came from. 

After a few weeks, the job got easier. He started to see a cantaloupe not as a cantaloupe, "but as trash."

Convenience foods such as ready-cut vegetables and ready-to-eat meals are major waste culprits. 

In the U.K., major grocery retailers such as Tesco stock huge coolers full of ready-made sandwiches, soups and, indeed, entire meals. 

The WRAP study found that 330,000 unopened processed-meat-based meals are tossed every day in the U.K.

The waste doesn't just happen at the consumer end of the food chain. It also happens at the source. 

"Well over 30 per cent of fruits and vegetables in North America are tossed even before they hit the supermarket because they're `cosmetically challenged,'" says the Food Policy Council's Roberts. 

The carrot may be crooked or the apple too small or simply not the "right" colour. People want food meeting high cosmetic standards, he says. 

Then there is the food that spoils before it's transported to market. 

Roberts, who sometimes volunteers on organic farms during family vacations, says it takes a lot of effort just to keep the produce fresh once it's pulled from the ground. Spinach, for instance, must be immersed in cold water or it quickly wilts. Where the infrastructure doesn't exist, such as in many developing countries, the situation is even worse.

WASTED FOOD CAN end up in landfill, where it is one of the main sources of greenhouse gases, particularly methane, which is more dangerous to the environment and traps more heat in the atmosphere than carbon dioxide. 

Already 38 per cent of Canada's methane emissions come from landfills, says Susan Antler, executive director of the Composting Council of Canada. "This is coming from organics. So it's a climate-change issue. We've got to get them out of the landfill."

Increasingly, food waste is composted. Toronto is trying to expand household composting quickly to increase the amount diverted from landfill. Currently the city diverts 42 per cent of its waste. 

Already 90 per cent of single-family households compost. The city is aiming to roll out the program to apartments and condominiums by November and intends to build two new composting facilities.

But Antler says that, overall, Ontario hasn't embraced composting, and lags behind New Brunswick in the total amount of organics composted, including natural resources such as pulp and paper.

Another way people are dealing with discarded food is by salvaging it. Over the last two decades, Second Harvest has steadily expanded its role in tracking down excess, perishable food and distributing it to those who need it, from hospices to school lunch programs.

"We rescue food that would go to waste and to landfill," says Second Harvest's Abby Robbins. 

From hotels like the Fairmont Royal York, they get pastries. From the Hilton, "unplated" food from conventions. From grocery stores, anything from meat to fruit that might be slightly bruised.

Some sectors have improved through attitude changes, Robbins notes. Restaurants in the 1980s would waste far more; now a waiter won't hesitate to tell a customer the kitchen is "out" of something on the menu. Through food rescue, grocery chain Loblaws also realized how much food was being wasted, and scaled back.

Still, Second Harvest keeps collecting more and more. Last year, the figure was up to 2.5 million kilograms. 

Isn't there something perverse that all this food is produced unnecessarily in the first place?

Robbins says that for many companies, it's a cost of doing business. For instance, suppliers at the Ontario Food Terminal never want to be without a product a customer will want to buy. A store, similarly, will want to ensure that an item a patron wants is on the shelf. "Otherwise they might lose out on business."

It may be perverse, Robbins says, but "the reality is that there's always going to be food waste, and there will always be people who cannot provide for themselves. Luckily we're there to bridge the gap."

Wasting food is a curiosity of modern life: It is one of the few issues on which there is universal agreement – it's bad. 

Yet, as we keep buying and dumping our edibles, it is also, paradoxically, an issue few people seem willing to do anything about.

Feed the world? We are fighting a losing battle, UN admits

Huge budget deficit means millions more face starvation

· Julian Borger, diplomatic editor 

· The Guardian, Tuesday 26 February 2008 

· Article history
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Ears of wheat growing in a field. Photograph: Steve Satushek/Getty images 

The United Nations warned yesterday that it no longer has enough money to keep global malnutrition at bay this year in the face of a dramatic upward surge in world commodity prices, which have created a "new face of hunger". 

"We will have a problem in coming months," said Josette Sheeran, the head of the UN's World Food Programme (WFP). "We will have a significant gap if commodity prices remain this high, and we will need an extra half billion dollars just to meet existing assessed needs." 

With voluntary contributions from the world's wealthy nations, the WFP feeds 73 million people in 78 countries, less than a 10th of the total number of the world's undernourished. Its agreed budget for 2008 was $2.9bn (£1.5bn). But with annual food price increases around the world of up to 40% and dramatic hikes in fuel costs, that budget is no longer enough even to maintain current food deliveries.

The shortfall is all the more worrying as it comes at a time when populations, many in urban areas, who had thought themselves secure in their food supply are now unable to afford basic foodstuffs. Afghanistan has recently added an extra 2.5 million people to the number it says are at risk of malnutrition

"This is the new face of hunger," Sheeran said. "There is food on shelves but people are priced out of the market. There is vulnerability in urban areas we have not seen before. There are food riots in countries where we have not seen them before." 

WFP officials say the extraordinary increases in the global price of basic foods were caused by a "perfect storm" of factors: a rise in demand for animal feed from increasingly prosperous populations in India and China, the use of more land and agricultural produce for biofuels, and climate change. 

The impact has been felt around the world. Food riots have broken out in Morocco, Yemen, Mexico, Guinea, Mauritania, Senegal and Uzbekistan. Pakistan has reintroduced rationing for the first time in two decades. Russia has frozen the price of milk, bread, eggs and cooking oil for six months. Thailand is also planning a freeze on food staples. After protests around Indonesia, Jakarta has increased public food subsidies. India has banned the export of rice except the high-quality basmati variety. 

"For us, the main concern is for the poorest countries and the net food buyers," said Frederic Mousseau, a humanitarian policy adviser at Oxfam. "For the poorest populations, 50%-80% of income goes on food purchases. We are concerned now about an immediate increase in malnutrition in these countries, and the landless, the farmworkers there, all those who are living on the edge." 

Much of the blame has been put on the transfer of land and grains to the production of biofuel. But its impact has been outweighed by the sharp growth in demand from a new middle class in China and India for meat and other foods, which were previously viewed as luxuries.

"The fundamental cause is high income growth," said Joachim von Braun, the head of the International Food Policy Research Institute. "I estimate this is half the story. The biofuels is another 30%. Then there are weather-induced erratic changes which caused irritation in world food markets. These things have eaten into world levels of grain storage.

"The lower the reserves, the more nervous the markets become, and the increased volatility is particularly detrimental to the poor who have small assets."

The impact of climate change will amplify that already dangerous volatility. Record flooding in west Africa, a prolonged drought in Australia and unusually severe snowstorms in China have all had an impact on food production.

"The climate change factor is so far small but it is bound to get bigger," Von Braun said. "That is the long-term worry and the markets are trying to internalise it." 

The WFP is holding an emergency meeting in Rome on Friday, at which its senior managers will meet board members to brief them on the scale of the problem. There will then be a case-by-case assessment of the seriousness of the situation in the affected countries, before the WFP formally asks for an increased budget at its executive board meeting in June. 

But the donor countries are also facing higher fuel and transport costs. For the biggest US food aid programme, non-food costs now account for 65% of total programme expenditure.

Global impact: Where inflation bites deepest

1 United States The last time America's grain silos were so empty was in the early seventies, when the Soviet Union bought much of the harvest. Washington is telling the World Food Programme it is facing a 40% increase in food commodity prices compared with last year, and higher fuel bills to transport it, so the US, the biggest single food aid contributor, will radically cut the amount it gives away.

2 Morocco 34 people jailed this month for taking part in riots over food prices.

3 Egypt The world's largest importer of wheat has been hard hit by the global price rises, and most of the increase will be absorbed in increased subsidies. The government has also had to relax the rules on who is eligible for food aid, adding an extra 10.5 million people.

4 Eritrea It could be one of the states hardest hit in Africa because of its reliance on imports. The price rises will hit urban populations not previously thought vulnerable to a lack of food.

5 Zimbabwe With annual inflation of 100,000% and unemployment at 80%, price increases on staples can only worsen the severe food shortages.

6 Yemen Prices of bread and other staples have nearly doubled in the past four months, sparking riots in which at least a dozen people were killed.

7 Russia The government struck a deal with producers last year to freeze the price of milk, eggs, vegetable oil, bread and kefir (a fermented milk drink). The freeze was due to last until the end of January but was extended for another three months. 

8 Afghanistan President Hamid Karzai has asked the WFP to feed an extra 2.5 million people, who are now in danger of malnutrition as a result of a harsh winter and the effect of high world prices in a country that is heavily dependent on imports.

9 Pakistan President Pervez Musharraf announced this month that Pakistan would be going back to ration cards for the first time since the 1980s, after the sharp increase in the price of staples. These will help the poor (nearly half the population) buy subsidised flour, wheat, sugar, pulses and cooking fat from state-owned outlets.

10 India The government will spend 250bn rupees on food security. India is the world's second biggest wheat producer but bought 5.5m tonnes in 2006, and 1.8m tonnes last year, driving up world prices. It has banned the export of all forms of rice other than luxury basmati.

11 China Unusually severe blizzards have dramatically cut agricultural production and sent prices for food staples soaring. The overall food inflation rate is 18.2%. The cost of pork has increased by more than half. The cost of food was rising fast even before the bad weather moved in, as an increasingly prosperous population began to demand as staples agricultural products previously seen as luxuries. The government has increased taxes and imposed quotas on food exports, while removing duties on food imports.

12 Thailand The government is planning to freeze prices of rice, cooking oil and noodles.

13 Malaysia and the Philippines Malaysia is planning strategic stockpiles of the country's staples. Meanwhile the Philippines has made an unusual plea to Vietnam to guarantee its rice supplies. Imports were previously left to the global market.

14 Indonesia Food price rises have triggered protests and the government has had to increase its food subsidies by over a third to contain public anger.

FAQ: Food prices

Few winners and many losers
What is the problem?
In the three decades to 2005, world food prices fell by about three-quarters in inflation-adjusted terms, according to the Economist food prices index. Since then they have risen by 75%, with much of that coming in the past year. Wheat prices have doubled, while maize, soya and oilseeds are at record highs.

Why are food prices rising?
The booming world economy has driven up prices for all commodities. Changes in diets have also played a big part. Meat consumption in many countries has soared, pushing up demand for the grain needed by cattle. Demand for biofuels has also risen strongly. This year, for example, one third of the US maize crop will go to make biofuels. Moreover, the gradual reform and liberalisation of agricultural subsidy programmes in the US and Europe have reduced the butter and grain mountains of yesteryear by eliminating overproduction.

Who are the winners and losers? 
Farmers are the obvious winners, as are poor countries that rely extensively on food exports. But consumers are having to pay more, and the urban poor in many developing states will be hardest hit, as they often spend more than a third of their income on food.

How long are prices likely to be high?
The US department for agriculture says the country's wheat stocks are at their lowest for 50 years and demand will continue to exceed supply this year. There is potential to bring more land into production in countries such as Ukraine, but that could take time. And as all foodstuffs have risen sharply in price there is little incentive for farmers to switch from one crop to another.

What about the EU's common agricultural policy? 
High food prices certainly remove the need to subsidise farmers and so there is a chance, say experts, that badly needed reductions in CAP subsidies, which cost European taxpayers dearly, could now be within reach.

Are other commodity prices also rising?
Oil, metals and coal have seen their prices rise strongly as the global economy has expanded rapidly, driving up demand for almost everything, 

particularly from emerging economies such as China and India. Some economists think speculation may also play a part. Disappointed by the sub-prime collapse and falling property values in many countries, investors have piled money into commodities.

What a Waste: The Food We Throw Away 

What a disturbing irony! Good edible food thrown away while the world accelerates towards a food crisis of massive proportions.  

India recently halted the export of non-basmati rice to ensure its poor can eat. Meanwhile, every month, residents in the city of Toronto, Canada, toss out 17.5 million kilograms of food. Images of green bins overflowing with food waste stand in stark contrast to media images of riots and food shortages around the world. 

Food waste is pervasive in western society. A recent British study determined that about one-third of food purchased in the UK is thrown out every year. This equates to £10bn (about CDN$19.5 billion). A 1997 U.S. study found that 27 per cent of edible food is never eaten. In Toronto, the picture is not all that different: single-family households produce an average of 275 kilograms of food waste each year. Twenty-five per cent of this food goes inappropriately into the garbage (as opposed to the green bin) where city taxpayers pay nearly $10 million a year for its disposal. Most of it edible. Much of it still in its original packaging.

Food waste has serious implications for society. Consumers unnecessarily spend a lot of time and money on food they don't eat. Rotting food also pumps heaps of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. Plus the costs for collecting, transporting and landfilling the excess food come from you, the taxpayers.

The good news is, some simple lifestyle adjustments offer huge payoffs for your family, community and the planet.    

Think before you shop 
A UK waste program reports that 61 per cent of all food waste could have been eaten if consumers better planned and stored their food purchases. Check the refrigerator before you shop. Freeze what you don’t plan to eat. And don’t just plan your shopping list, but assess your eating habits and plan when you’ll have time to prepare the food you’re buying.  

Mmmm leftovers! 
Much excess food becomes trash eventually. Once discarded, the valuable resources used to produce the food, including your time, are wasted. Leftovers can be as appealing as a freshly cooked, hot meal. To make leftover food delicious and useful:

· safely store food to keep it fresh and safe; 

· prepare leftovers properly —a microwave is quick, but traditional heating can help maintain the taste; 

· freeze leftovers for later use; and 

· think outside the plate! Combine leftovers with other food items for a unique meal. 

Don’t scrap your scraps! 
If you have an excess of edible perishable food, look for organizations, like Second Harvest, that redistribute food to those in need, including hospices and school lunch programs. As well, livestock farmers and zoos use leftovers to feed the animals. Call your local zoo or farmer’s association to find out if this is an option in your area.

Start a compost pile 
Not all towns and cities have organics collection programs. To keep food from rotting uselessly in a landfill, begin a compost pile in your backyard. Go online for tips on composting and with a little research and work, you’ll see that your pile will benefit the soil and make your garden more plentiful. 

Food waste costs us all 
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Familiarity breeds contempt, and North Americans and Europeans have become far too familiar with the idea that there is an endless supply of things to eat. How else can you explain the vast quantities of perfectly edible, perfectly healthy food we send to the landfill every day?
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The figures are truly shocking. A recent study in the United Kingdom found that people in that country were throwing out seven million slices of bread, 660,000 eggs, 1.2 million sausages and 2.8 million tomatoes every day. It doesn't seem much of a stretch to say that the numbers per capita would be the same in Canada and, with roughly half of the UK's population well, you do the math. In Toronto alone more than 210 million kilograms of food is thrown away each year. Most of it is still edible. A significant amount of it is still in its original packaging. 

This is at a time when many people around the world are starving. And if you think no children will go to bed hungry tonight here in Canada, well I'm sorry, but you're wrong.

It's a situation which is nothing short of obscene, and it appears, if anything, to be getting worse.

It's tempting to blame restaurants and grocery stores for throwing out food with even minor blemishes. But often that food is distributed to the needy. And the fact is that the major culprits for food waste  are you and me, with that lettuce we bought last week, which is now gradually wilting in the back of the refrigerator, or that extra spoonful of chili we put on our plates and then didn't finish. Simply put, we buy more food than we need, and we cook more than we are ever going to eat.

Even freezing leftovers will only do any good if you're actually going to defrost and eat them at some point in the future.  Food that's been in the freezer for a few months before it's dumped is still waste. Only now you've wasted the electricity needed to freeze it as well.

The UK study found that about one third of food bought winds up in the dumpster. Figures from the US dept. of Agriculture reckoned the number was 27 per cent. Either way, it's too high. Describing this as unsustainable barely does justice to the word.

So what can we do to stop this from happening? As with many aspects of sustainability, the answer begins at home. Step one is to think before you shop. Check your fridge before you head to the grocery store.  Plan a shopping list around your calendar and make sure you don't buy any fresh food you're not going to have time to cook. And when you are cooking make an effort to accurately estimate portion sizes. If you cook more than you need there's a good chance the excess will end up going uneaten.

So follow those simple steps and you'll be on the right track. You'll probably save yourself a few dollars too, and that's never a bad thing.

Annette Driessen is the director of community services with the town of Drayton Valley

