
     

Be Food Wise to Reduce Food Waste 
 
This is a HCE Educational Program presented during the 2017 WI Association for 
Home and Community Education Conference. 
 
There are about 7 ½ billion people in the world. 
By 2050, that’s 32 years from now, there will be 10 billion people and we will 
need 60-70% more food to feed the world. 
We can do something to help feed more people-reduce food waste at our level. 
Did you know that about 40% of all food in the United States does not get eaten-
that’s like buying 5 bags of groceries and then dropping 2 bags in the parking lot 
and not picking them up. 
 
Let’s talk about food waste-where it comes from, who is responsible, why it’s a 
problem, and what can be done to reduce it. 
Figuring out how much food ends up in the trash is tricky, and the data that we 
have on national food waste is, at best, an estimate. However, several different 
studies have put food waste between 30-40%.  If we subtract farm, retail and 
restaurant loss, the United States Depart. Of Agriculture, or USDA estimates that 
21% or 90 BILLION pounds of food is wasted at the household level-our level.  It’s 
safe to say that something around 1/3 of our national food supply is never eaten. 
How much is that really?   
One source reports that in the United States, we waste about 20 pounds of food 
per person, per month! 
 
Where does food waste happen? 
We might think food waste is at the restaurant level, or our wasteful next door 
neighbor.  Realty is that food waste occurs at every point along the food 
production chain.  That food production chain has 5 links: 
Agriculture 
Post- harvest 
Processing 
Distribution 
And  
Consumption 
 



When we think about where food waste happens, we can probably imagine 
problems for each link of the food production chain. What might be happening at 
each of the five links of the food production chain that could lead to food loss or 
waste? 
 
Agriculture: too hot, too cold not enough moisture, too much moisture, insects 
Post- harvest=Picked too early, picked too late, canning factory won’t take it 
because they have too much 
Processing: not the right size or shape, blemished  
Distribution: excess inventory, damaged packaging-grocery store gets a 80 lb. box 
of meat in, opens it, and finds one of the individual packages in the box is open. 
They have to throw that individual package away.   
There might be transportation glitches and perishable food is not safe by the time 
it reaches its destination. 
Consumption: We purchased too much, made too much, recipe didn’t turn out 
right, didn’t like it 
 
The breakdown of food waste can be divided into two groups:   
 Food Loss: food that is lost during agricultural production, post- harvest 
and processing: 40% of food waste happens during food production and never 
even makes it to the store or the table.  
 Food Waste: food that is discarded by retailers & consumers during 
distribution and consumption-homes and foodservice account for 60% of total 
food loss in the US and much of the loss can be avoided  
Why does food waste happen? 
About 1/3 of Americans say they “don’t create any food waste “Of those who do 
admit to wasting food, the top causes include: 
 - Forgetting about perishable foods until it’s too late 
 - Purchasing too much fresh or perishable food 
 - Cooking big meals and throwing some of it away 
  - Not eating everything on our plate 
DO ANY OF THESE THINGS HAPPEN TO YOU? 
 
According to the experts the three biggest reasons food is tossed are: 
Cosmetic standards: the demand that fruits and vegetables are free of blemishes, 
spots or wrinkles-consumers seem to demand that every fruit/vegetable is 
perfect. 



Overstocking and over-purchasing 
And 
Confusion about sell by and expiration dates 
Let’s talk about these sell by, use by, and best before dates on our canned goods, 
cereal, and cracker boxes.  Generally speaking, in the United States those dates 
do not indicate the safety of your food, because they’re often not regulated on 
the federal levels and regulated inconsistently on the state level.  
Should the product have a date displayed at all? Supermarkets might demand 
this, but otherwise it’s up to the manufacturer. 
Which words to use:  Will it be use by, best before, sell by, or enjoy by? It‘s up to 
the manufacturer. 
What does the date convey? Is it that the taste, or perhaps the color, might 
change a little? Or do they just want you to see it as a fresh product even if it will 
last quite a while longer? Since there’s no official definition, a range of factors can 
feed into what the date actually means. 
How is the date calculated? The manufacturer might use lab tests, do consumer 
taste tests, or look at literature values or just sales data. Anything goes here. 
One area where you should watch the sell by date are deli foods, premade 
sandwiches, meat, any product where there is a chance of bacteria forming. 
The one product that is regulated by the federal government is baby formula -
follow those expiration dates. 
Soooo, you be the judge of those dates on the can of beans, or box of cereal.  
 
Why is food waste a problem? 
Wasted food is a social problem because hunger and food insecurity are on the 
rise.  There are nearly 50 million people in the United States living in households 
without enough money to purchase enough food for all members of their 
household on a regular basis. This is called FOOD INSECURITY.  And it happens in 
Manitowoc County as well. Back in January the League of Women Voters of 
Manitowoc County held a public forum to focus on hunger in Manitowoc County. 
You can hear the public forum on their website.   
Wasted food is an economic issue: It is estimated that at the retail and consumer 
levels in the United States, food loss and waste totals $165 billion each year just 
to produce the food that gets thrown away.  That is really like putting money in 
the trash or down the drain. 
Food waste also constitutes a waste of resources on a massive national scale. It 
has been calculated that 30% fertilizer, 31% cropland, 25% of fresh water 



consumption, and 2% of total energy consumption is used on food that is never 
eaten 
Wasted food is an environmental problem. The Environment Protection Agency 
reports that food waste accounts for 14% of municipal solid waste in landfills. 
That’s more than one out of every 10 pounds of garbage that is sent to the landfill 
is food waste.  This wasted food in the landfill produces methane gas, a potent 
greenhouse gas. 
These are some startling figures.  
Now that you know a little more about food waste, what small changes do you 
think you can make to reduce it in your own home or family? 
What can we do to become food-waste warriors?    
Determine what foods we might waste on a regular basis-adjust how much we 
buy of it,  
Try to check the refrigerator or pantry before shopping. 
Stick to a shopping list-how many of us come home with more than we had on 
the list.   
Freeze, can, or dry surplus fresh produce while the product is at peak flavor. 
Maybe freeze a portion of a meal for a future date-hopefully you have a plan of 
using the items from the freezer so it doesn’t get freezer burn.  
Share a meal with a neighbor or friend. 
When bringing canned goods, pantry items home, if possible put older in front          
and put new purchased item in the back, just like the grocery people do. 
Use glass jars to store leftovers in refrigerator. 
   
There are many benefits to being food wise by reducing food waste:   
- Saves money because you are buying less food. 
- Reduces methane emissions from landfills and lowers your carbon footprint 
- Conserves energy and natural resources, preventing pollution involved in the    
growing, manufacturing, transporting, and selling food, not to mention hauling 
the food waste and then landfilling it. 
 
In the United States reducing food losses by one-third would save enough food to 
equal the total diets of all 50 million food-insecure Americans-if only this food 
could actually be captured and distributed to them. 
 
This lesson gave us many eye-opening numbers, especially when it comes to food 
waste in our home.   



Remember this is a journey-we can’t stop all food waste in one day, but we can 
take a few baby steps in the right direction.    
 Wholesome, nutritious food should feed people, not landfills. 
 
 Nancy Oehldrich, presenter 
Article courtesy of https://wahceinc.org  
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