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Globally, we throw out about 1.3 billion tons of food a 
year, or a third of all the food that we grow.

That’s important for at least two reasons. The less the 
world wastes, the easier it will be to meet the food 
needs of the global population in coming years. Sec-
ond, cutting back on waste could go a long way to re-
ducing greenhouse gas emissions.

How do we manage to waste so much?

Food waste is a glaring measure of inequality. In poor 
countries, most of the food waste is on the farm or on 
its way to market. In South Asia, for instance, half of all 
the cauliflower that’s grown is lost because there’s not 
enough refrigeration, according to Rosa Rolle, an expert 
on food waste and loss at the United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization. Tomatoes get squished if they 
are packed into big sacks. In Southeast Asia, lettuce 
spoils on the way from farms to city supermarkets. Very 
little food in poor countries is thrown out by consumers. 
It’s too precious.

But in wealthy countries, especially in the United States 
and Canada, around 40 percent of wasted food is 
thrown out by consumers.

That number, from the F.A.O., is the result of several fac-
tors.  We buy too much food. We don’t finish our plates. 
We spend a far smaller share of our income on food.

“As you get higher and higher income, you get more 
and more profligacy in food waste,” Paul A. Behrens, an 
assistant professor of energy and environmental scienc-
es at Leiden University in the Netherlands.

The United States as a whole wastes more than $160 bil-
lion in food a year.

According to the United States Department of Agricul-
ture, which tracks food loss, dairy products account for 
the largest share of food wasted, about $91 billion.

“In the developed world, food is more abundant but it 
costs much less,” Ms. Rolle said. “In a sense people don’t 
value food for what it represents.”

Food waste and loss has a huge carbon footprint: 3.3 
billion tons of carbon equivalent.

And that’s not all, according to a 2014 report from the 
F.A.O. Wasting that much means a lot of water is wasted, 
too — the equivalent of three times the size of Lake Ge-

neva, as the report puts it.

“Food waste — it’s kind of the tip of the iceberg,” said Ja-
son Clay, a senior vice president in charge of food policy 
at the World Wildlife Fund, a Washington-based advo-
cacy group. “It’s the most obvious place to start.”

Ms. Rolle of the Food and Agriculture Organization said 
some of the most basic fixes are at the bottom end of 
the supply chain: Metal grain silos have helped against 
fungus ruining grain stocks in countries in Africa. In In-
dia, the F.A.O. is encouraging farmers to collect toma-
toes in plastic crates instead of big sacks; they squish 
and rot less.
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Higher up the food chain, supermarkets are trying to 
make a dent by changing the way best-before labels are 
used — making them specific to various food catego-
ries to discourage consumers from throwing out food 
that is safe to eat — or trying to sell misshapen fruits 
and vegetables rather than discarding them.

Some countries are trying to regulate food waste. 
France requires retailers to donate food that is at risk of 
being thrown out but is still safe to eat. European Union 
lawmakers are pushing for binding targets to curb food 
waste by 50 percent by 2030, echoing a United Nations 
development goal; negotiations have been underway 
since June. Some countries pushing back on the idea of 
continentwide targets.

What if we just ate less?

That would make a difference, but not as much as one 
might think. Dr. Behrens of Leiden University addressed 
the issue in a recent study:

Cutting waste would have “at least the same impact or 
more than changing diets.”

If Americans ate according to our nationally recom-
mended dietary guidelines (each country’s are some-
what different) that would go some distance toward 
cutting our emissions footprint. Changing eating habits 
is tough, though.  Experts say food waste is still critical.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/12/climate/food-
waste-emissions.html


