
Develop waste-reduction ideals 
and strategies now as part of the 
sustainability ethos becoming 
popular in the culinary industry.

By Jody Shee
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“The things we can measure, we can 
manage,” says Andrew Shakman, 
co-founder/CEO of food-waste 
tracking and prevention company 
LeanPath, Portland, Oregon. “We 
make technology to make food waste 
measurement easy, with systems to 
automate the process of recording 
and scales connected to a camera and 
food waste smart meter,” he says. For 
example, before throwing away a pan of 
sweet potatoes, you would set it on the 
scale, snap a photo and record why it is 
being thrown away. Besides collecting 
data to make smarter decisions on 
what to produce, there is a behavioral 
psychology element to weighing waste.

Since being founded in 1966, Sodexo, 
a contract management company with 
U.S. offices in Gaithersburg, Maryland, 
has operated with a mission to take 
care of people and the community. 
Managing food waste is a component 
of that, says Christy Cook, director, 
sustainability performance and field 
support. “We’re the 18th largest 
employer in the world, and we interact 
with 75 million customers a day in 
some form or fashion. We have a 
responsibility to our employees and our 
communities to do the right thing.”

She believes Sodexo is strong in food 
waste reduction because of the systems 
and measurement procedures in place 
to identify what is going to waste, and 
then using that information to adjust 
the amount prepared. Some locations 
use LeanPath’s technology. Others 
use a recycling and solid waste data 
management tool available from the 
Environmental Protection Agency 
called re-TRAC.

I f you recycle, then you are already 
sustainability minded. And the 
industry that you have chosen 

for your career is one of the leaders 
in creating food waste, as well as 
managing it.

About one-third of all food produced 
goes uneaten, says Laura Abshire, 
director of sustainability policy and 
government affairs at the National 
Restaurant Association (NRA), 
Washington, D.C. However, millions of 
people are in need of food. In addition, 
communities are concerned about 
climate change and emissions.

The three keys to food waste 
management are reduce, donate and 
recycle, according to the D.C.-based 
Food Waste Reduction Alliance, an 
education group formed by the NRA, 
Grocers Manufacturing Association and 
Food Marketing Institute. Mastering 
each of these is good for business, the 
community and the environment.

“A lot of culinary students care about 
the environment now and what 
they can do to be socially aware,” 
Abshire says. “As students and young 
professionals, you can align your values 
with your career and love what you do 
that is good for the world.”

reduce food waste
The best way to reduce food waste is 
to avoid wasting food. Called source 
reduction, it begins with measuring 
and tracking inventory—what comes 
in and what goes out as waste, Abshire 
says. “It’s like anything else. When you 
measure it, you start to do something 
about it. It’s like counting calories.”
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“Food has a value,” Cook says. “In some 
ways, we’ve lost the value of food, and 
measurement brings awareness that it 
has value.”

To manage food production based off 
what is going to waste means buying less 
food and spending less money, she says. 
Beyond that, you find ways to use what 
might otherwise have gone to waste. For 
example, if you chop tomatoes and have 
ends left, use them to make salsa. Use 
onion and celery pieces for stock. Learn 
to turn beef or pork tenderloin scraps 
into a stir-fry or soup. “Look at what 
you have and ask yourself how to avoid 
throwing it away,” she says.

Besides finding interesting secondary 
utilizations for trimmings, Shakman 
with LeanPath suggests using smaller 
serving vessels so that leftover food 
doesn’t go to waste. “Also, if the ladle 
is too big, people will take more food, 
leading to more waste.”

At the end of the day or shift, instead of 
throwing out unused coffee, keep it and 
turn it into iced coffee, he suggests. “You 
create a new value out of it. If it’s safe and 
held at the right temperature, use it.”

When cleaning the soft-serve ice cream 
machine, rather than throw away 
what’s left, save it and make ice cream 
sandwiches, Shakman says. “If you have 
leftover cake that doesn’t look great 
sliced, use it as a parfait mixed with 
whipped cream.”

The same goes for less-than-perfect pie 
slices. He recalls how one operator smashed 
imperfect pie, mixed it with whipped cream 
and called the result Smushed Pie. “There 
was a demand for it,” he says.

Operators that generally cook in bulk 
in advance of service should recognize 
when business begins to diminish and 
switch to cooking to order. “You’ll have 
less waste and better quality for the 
customer,” he says.

When it comes to buffet service with 
different food offerings at dinner 
versus lunch, don’t throw out the food 
items at the end of lunch. “Do a rolling 
transition from lunch to dinner. As 
lunch items are exhausted, replace them 
with the dinner option,” Shakman says.

donate still-edible food
More than 48 million Americans live 
in food-insecure households, and 14 
percent of households are food insecure 
in the U.S., according to food bank 
network Feeding America, Chicago. 
The foodservice industry is in the best 
place to address the need and several 
foodservice operations function with a 
mission to make a substantial impact.

opposite from top: 1. Laura 
Abshire, director, sustainability 
policy and government affairs, 
National Restaurant Association, 
Washington, D.C. 2. Andrew 
Shakman, co-founder and CEO, 
LeanPath, Portland, Oregon.
above: Christy Cook, director, 
sustainability performance 
and field support, Sodexo USA, 
Gaithersburg, Maryland.

food waste  
reduction alliance
The Food Waste Reduction Alliance 
(FWRA) is a joint initiative of the Grocery 
Manufacturers Association, Food 
Marketing Institute and National Restaurant 
Association. Its goal is to reduce the 
amount of food waste generated, increase 
the amount of safe, nutritious food donated 
to those in need and recycle unavoidable 
food waste, diverting it from landfills.

Among its materials, it offers a Best 
Practices & Emerging Solutions Guide filled 
with facts, advice and examples. Click here 
for its most recent edition.

New Tax Break
In December 2015, Congress passed the 
PATH Act to allow all companies to earn 
an enhanced tax deduction for donating 
selected surplus property, including 
food. Learn more about it on the Food 
Connection Donation website here.

Good Samaritan Food Donation Act
One of the biggest reasons foodservice 
operators don’t donate still-edible food 
is the fear of being sued if someone 
becomes sick from eating it. In 1996, a bill 
was signed to provide liability protection in 
order to encourage donation of food and 
grocery products to nonprofit organizations 
for distribution to individuals in need. 

Read more about it here on the Feeding 
America website.

http://www.foodwastealliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/FINAL_FWRAToolkit_15.pdf
http://www.foodtodonate.com/Fdcmain/TaxBenefits.aspx
http://www.feedingamerica.org/ways-to-give/give-food/become-a-product-partner/protecting-our-food-partners.html?referrer=https://www.google.com/


“Our vision is 
simply to feed 
the world.”Tyler Hampton
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Yum! Brands, with KFC, Pizza Hut 
and Taco Bell, has more than 41,000 
restaurants in 125 countries. “We see 
the opportunity to be the global leader 
in food waste recovery among the 
restaurant industry,” says Tyler Hampton, 
manager of Yum! Brands Foundation, 
Louisville, Kentucky. “Few restaurant 
companies can do what we do.”

Through its Harvest Program, founded 
in 1992 through Pizza Hut, the 
company partners with Food Donation 
Connection, an organization, with 
offices in North America, United 
Kingdom and Australia, that links 
foodservice food donors to local 
hunger-relief agencies. As of 2015, 
Yum! Brands restaurants have donated 
more than 183 million pounds of food 
with a fair market value of $860 million.

Pizza Hut and KFC prepare food and 
hold under warmers until customers 
order it. Once the food reaches its 
predetermined hold time, it has to 
be taken off the line. As part of the 
program, employees place that food in 
non-branded containers and then freeze 
it. Once a week, a charity organization 
through Food Donation Connection 
picks up the containers to take to a 
feeding charity to repurpose or reheat 
and serve to those in need. “Our vision is 
simply to feed the world,” Hampton says.

He is encouraged by a new law, the 
PATH Act, which went into effect in 
December. It is a modification of the 
Internal Revenue Code that allows 
companies to earn an enhanced tax 
deduction for donating surplus items, 
including food, according to Food 
Donation Connection.

The best way for restaurants to make 
sure all eatable food gets used is to 
partner with organizations that feed 
the hungry. Sodexo partners with 
Feeding America. “We tend to use 
our food waste,” says Sodexo’s Cook. 
“What we donate is not waste. It’s 
great, delicious food that can’t be 
used in our operation, but it is still 
good for consumer consumption.” 
Additionally, Sodexo runs its Campus 
Kitchens Project in which students 
can participate by taking leftover food 
from their dining halls to prepare meals 
and distribute them to hunger-relief 
agencies in their community.

Similarly, Sodexo provided grant funds 
to help found the Food Recovery 
Network, a college campus initiative to 
gather and donate perishable food that 
would otherwise go to waste.

recycle food waste
Composting is the approach for 
food recycling, and it’s something 
students need to understand, says 
Chris Koetke, CEC, CCE, HAAC, 
vice president of the Kendall College 
School of Culinary Arts, Chicago. 
It starts with properly separating 
waste, so Kendall College’s kitchen 
classes have three garbage cans, one 
each for compostables, recycling and 
whatever doesn’t qualify for the other 
two. The school, which was named 
an official educational partner of 
the NRA's Conserve: Solutions for 
Sustainability initiative in 2009, offers 
a sustainability class.

The bins provide a teachable moment 
as students evaluate what they throw 

above: Tyler Hampton, 
manager, Yum! Brands 
Foundation, Louisville, Kentucky.
opposite left: Chris Koetke, 
CEC, CCE, HAAC, vice president, 
Kendall College School of 
Culinary Arts, Chicago.
opposite right: Culinary 
student Timothy Spicer 
transfers uneaten food to the 
composting bin at Kendall 
College, Chicago.
Photo by Jacqueline Carey.



“If you put 
food waste in 
a landfill, you 
disrupt that 
circle. You 
lose precious 
resources.”Chris Koetke 

CEC, CCE, HAAC
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into the compost bin. It raises such 
questions as, “Are you preparing too 
much food? Are your cooks/students 
making a lot of mistakes and creating 
unservable food? Were our projections 
off ?” Koetke says.

Food waste that goes to the landfill 
becomes oxygen starved in an 
anaerobic environment and creates 
methane gas as it breaks down. The 
gas escapes from landfills for decades, 
damaging the atmosphere, he says. 
The better choice is to put those food 
nutrients back into circulation through 
composting for use in enriching the 
soil for the next generation of food. “If 
you put food waste in a landfill, you 
disrupt that circle. You lose precious 
resources,” he says.

In some areas, restaurants are limited 
by city regulations on composting, 
which can make compost planning 

hard for larger operations. Cook 
with Sodexo says that composting 
programs vary by region, depending 
on the infrastructure. In some cases, 
food waste is used to provide animal 
feed for chickens. Some operations 
send grease waste to be converted 
into biofuel. “You have to look at it as 
holistically as possible,” she says.

Great strides have been made of late 
as more municipalities are gradually 
coming on board with composting. 
“To do big-scale composting is a 
big change for them,” Koetke says. 
“Once the systems are in place, it’s our 
responsibility to use them responsibly.” 

Jody Shee, an Olathe, Kansas,-based 
freelance writer and editor, has more than 
20 years of food-writing experience and 
writes the blog www.sheefood.com.


