
Staff:
Committee on Sanitation
Cullen Howe, Counsel
Rachel Harris, Policy Analyst

[image: image1.jpg]33%

Curbside
18%
recydables Clean paper,
cardboard
4%
Rigid plastics
11%
Metal, glass,
plastic, cartons
6%
Textiles
0.4%
Harmful household
1 o products
0 /o 1% 5% o
Other divertable E-waste Construction, 26 /
materi | demolition o
as 2% Other
Plastic shopping

bags




THE COUNCIL
BRIEFING PAPER OF THE

INFRASTRUCTURE DIVISION
Matthew Gewolb, Legislative Director

COMMITTEE ON SANITATION AND SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT
Hon. Antonio Reynoso, Chair

June 7, 2016
OVERSIGHT: Reducing Food Waste in New York City
I.
Introduction

On Tuesday, June 7, 2016, the Committee on Sanitation and Solid Waste Management (the “Committee”), chaired by Council Member Antonio Reynoso, will hold an oversight hearing on reducing edible food waste in New York City by identifying plans and ideas to divert food waste from landfills prior to composting.  At this hearing, the Council expects to hear from the Mayor’s Office on Food Policy, the Mayor’s Office of Sustainability, as well as advocates from City Harvest, NRDC, the Food Bank for New York City, and other interested groups and individuals.  
II.
Background on Food Waste
Astonishingly, approximately 40% of all food grown in the United States is thrown away before it is eaten.
  This number equates to over $218 billion per year
 and is equivalent to approximately 53 million tons of food.
  This landfilled food is a significant contributor to U.S. methane emissions, a potent greenhouse gas.
  Although food waste occurs at every part of the process from when it is grown to when it is ultimately thrown away, nearly half of this waste happens at the consumer level.

Food waste comprises about 18% of New York City’s residential waste stream (Figure 1).
  While much of this food can be donated by commercial businesses instead of being composted or sent to a landfill, only a fraction of this food reaches food banks and other food rescue organizations.   Currently, New York City’s plan to divert food waste from landfills almost entirely involves composting programs, including DSNY’s pilot organics program pursuant to Local Law 77 which it plans to expand citywide by 2018.
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Figure 1:  NYC Residential Waste Pie Chart (2013)

In addition to the residential organics program, DSNY recently promulgated rules pursuant to Local Law 146,
 which require large hotels, stadiums and restaurants to compost their organic material.
  However, at present neither DSNY nor any other city agency has announced a plan to reduce edible food waste in New York City.  
Reducing edible food waste has become a prominent issue in Europe.  For example, France recently enacted a law requiring grocery stores to donate their unsold food to charities and food banks instead of throwing it away or destroying it.
  The law also makes it easier for the food industry to give excess products directly to food banks from factories.
  Italy is currently considering a law that would incentivize food waste donations through the reform of certain tax laws which previously made it difficult to donate unsold produce.
  The law also allows businesses to give away food which is past its “sell by” date if it is not spoiled.
  In addition, Denmark recently launched its first “food waste” supermarket, WeFood, which sells produce past its sell-by date but perfectly edible at prices 30 to 50 per cent cheaper than normal supermarkets.
 
In the United States, federal
 and state tax incentives
 have been the main conduits to encourage businesses to donate food that would otherwise be landfilled.  In addition, innovative business owners have started selling donated food waste at reduced prices and/or “rescuing” food to bring to charities and/or food banks for distribution.
 

In New York City, the main food rescue organization is City Harvest.
  The organization rescues about 150,000 pounds of food each day, or 55 million pounds of food per year, which helps to feed 1.4 million New Yorkers confronted with hunger each year.
  Despite the enormous impact that City Harvest has had throughout the past 30 years of its operation, according to the 2015 Food Metrics Report New Yorkers are still missing 241 million meals per year, demonstrating that an enormous need is not being met.
  While City Harvest works with City agencies and large businesses to rescue food, currently there is neither a systematic way of tracking how much food is being wasted nor what potential the City has to redistribute edible food before it is thrown away. 
III.
Problems Associated with Food Waste
The problems associated with food waste are myriad and interconnected.  First and most pressing are the high environmental costs that food waste presents, primarily because of the methane it emits when it breaks down, the wasted costs of producing food that is never eaten, and the costs of transporting and disposing this uneaten food.  In addition, and perhaps most vexing, is the parallel problem of food insecurity, where millions go to bed hungry every day because they do not have reliable access to affordable, nutritious food.    
A.
The Environmental Impact of Food Waste


A 2013 report of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates that the carbon footprint of food produced and not eaten is 3.3 gigatons of CO2 equivalent.
  In fact, food waste alone is the third most emitter of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions after the United States and China.
  In the United States, the decomposition of uneaten food accounts for 23% of all methane emissions, which are 25 times more powerful than CO2 emissions in terms of global warming potential.
 
In addition to its impact on GHG emissions, the amount of water used in food that is ultimately thrown away consumes the water equivalent to about 60 cubic miles, which is three times the volume of Lake Geneva, the second largest lake in Western Europe, and occupies the equivalent of 30% of the world’s agricultural land area.
  According to the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), the lifecycle of food production to consumption in the United States uses 10% of the country’s total energy production, 50% of its land area, and 80% of all of its freshwater.  
B.
The Costs Associated With Landfilling and Composting Uneaten Food 
A 2016 report by ReFED found that the U.S. currently spends over $218 billion per year, or 1.3% of its gross domestic product, growing, processing, transporting and disposing of food that is never eaten.
  Approximately 80% of this food is perishable, and most of it consists of fruits and vegetables.
  The majority of this financial burden falls on consumers who spend $144 billion per year, while businesses such as grocery stores, restaurants, and other foodservice institutions spend $57 billion per year to purchase and prepare food that is ultimately discarded.
 The reason for this disparity is largely due to the retail price consumers pay for food versus the wholesale price that businesses typically pay.
 

New York City spends an enormous amount to collect, transport and dispose of its waste In Fiscal Year 2015, DSNY spent approximately $1.43 billion to dispose of the city’s residential waste.
  Since 18% of this waste is composed of food waste, the cost of landfilling residential food waste was approximately $257 million.  In 2013, pursuant to Local Law 77,
 DSNY instituted a pilot organics program and began collecting organic waste from certain parts of the city as well as public schools.  In FY15, DSNY spent about $1.13 million
 to process just over 10,000 tons of organic waste in the pilot program.
  A report by the Citizens Budget Commission (CBC) estimates that, if DSNY expands organics collection to the entire City, costs will range from $177 million to $251 million annually on top of current disposal costs.
  However, at a City Council hearing in February 2016, DSNY Commissioner Kathryn Garcia stated that CBC’s numbers are not accurate and that the department plans to focus on efficiencies to deter huge expenses in the future.
 Even if DSNY’s costs do not dramatically increase as a result of its organics program, New York City will continue to pay approximately a quarter of a billion dollars per year to dispose of or process food waste, a significant percentage of which likely consists of safe edible food.   
C.
The Growing Problem of Food Insecurity


According to Feeding America, one in seven (14%) Americans is food insecure.
  Food insecurity is defined as “being without reliable access to a sufficient quantity of affordable, nutritious food.”
  In New York City the numbers are slightly higher than the national average; about one in six (16.5%) New Yorkers is food insecure.
  Moreover, food insecurity is growing in New York City.  In 2015 The New York City Coalition Against Hunger (NYCCAH) conducted a survey of NYC’s food pantries and soup kitchens and found that 82% of the pantries and kitchens reported an increase in demand of people needing food.

Part of the reason for this growing problem is because of cuts to federal food programs such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), which provides food-purchasing assistance to low-income individuals.
  NYCCAH’s study found that just under half of the respondents reported that they are not equipped to meet demand due to these cuts.
  These cuts have caused some food pantries and soup kitchens to turn away more people, reduce the food distributed per person, and limit the hours of operation.
  Some staff of the food pantries/soup kitchens even reported spending their personal money to fund the food programs.
 Figure 2 shows a neighborhood breakdown of food insecurity in NYC using the number of meals missed metric (in millions) that Feeding America calculated.
  This data is consistent with survey data from NYCCAH.
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Figure 2: Number of meals missed by neighborhood, 2015 Food Metrics Report
IV.
Potential Strategies to Reduce Food Waste

There are a number of strategies that the City could consider implementing to reduce the amount of edible food being thrown away.  As more fully explained below, standardizing food “sell-by” labels is among the most cost effective since the costs of implementation are low.  The City could also implement a consumer outreach and education program similar to its Zero Waste Challenge.  It could also encourage food donation and rescue. 
A.
Standardizing Date Labels on Food

In 2013, NRDC published a report which detailed and analyzed how date labels on food products in the United States lead to large amounts of food waste.
  The report found that date labels are in almost all cases not required by law,
 are often arbitrarily applied by food manufacturers, and are also inconsistent, which can be confusing to consumers.  According to the report, date labels were originally issued to provide indicators of freshness of food products.
  However, because most food retailers throw away food when it is near or past this date, and because consumers mistakenly believe that a food item that has an expired date label is not safe to eat, food is often thrown away even though it is perfectly safe to eat.  In its report NRDC suggests that date labels become standardized, include “freeze by” dates, and are clearly and predictably located on packaging.


According to ReFED’s 2016 report, standardized date labels are the most cost-effective way to prevent food waste in the United States.
  This is because date labeling would likely require low upfront costs, including low-cost software and minor packaging and process changes.  The report estimates that standardized date labeling would save approximately $1.75 billion annually.


In 2015, Congresswoman Chellie Pingree (D-Maine) and Senator Richard Blumenthal (D-Conn.) introduced the Food Recovery Act, which among other things would clarify that “sell-by” dates are manufacturers’ quality suggestions only, and would require uniform labeling language.  The bill’s provisions would standardize the language used to introduce dates on a packaging, either “Best if Used By” for quality recommendations or “Expires on” for safety recommendations. In both instances, the date would then be followed by the statement “Manufacturer’s Suggestion Only” in the same size, font, and color as the date.  This bill is still pending in Congress.
 Several large food companies, including Nestle and General Mills have announced their support for a national date labeling standard.

Although the federal government has chosen not to actively regulate food labels in a uniform manner, it has released the Uniform Open Dating Regulation, which is a set of model regulations created by the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), an advisory body within the U.S. Department of Commerce that can be adopted by states or municipalities.
  At least eight states have adopted this guidance, at least in part, although New York is not among them.  NRDC points out that this guidance is somewhat flawed because utilizing “sell by” dates can still lead to consumer confusion given that they do not send a clear signal that products used after these dates are in most cases safe to eat.

In addition to the NIST guidance, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has created a voluntary Food Code, which provides sample regulations for states and local governments concerning food safety laws.
 While the FDA Food Code has been adopted by many states, it only has labeling requirements for shellfish; refrigerated, ready-to-eat potentially hazardous food; and reduced oxygen packaging.  States or municipalities that choose to adopt the FDA Food Code must ensure that labels on those three types of food items are clearly marked to indicate the date that food should be consumed, sold or disposed.
 New York has neither adopted the Uniform Open Dating Regulation nor the FDA Food Code guidance.
The report also states that while some states preempt cities from enacting legislation concerning date labeling, most are able to do so.
  For example, Baltimore does not allow any perishable food to be sold past its expiration date, whereas Maryland does not have this restriction.
  New York City used to require expiration dates on milk cartons even though New York State did not; in 2010 the city repealed this local law.

B.
Consumer Education and Outreach


In addition to standardizing date labeling, NRDC’s report emphasizes the importance of outreach and education to consumers and foodsellers about ways to reduce food waste.
  In fact, the ReFED report lists consumer education as almost as economically beneficial as standardizing date labels.
  According to the report, while large-scale consumer education campaigns require slightly more upfront costs and operating expenses than standardized date labels, the cost savings and revenues are estimated to be over $2.5 billion annually.
 Some projects are already underway in the U.S.  For example, NRDC, in partnership with the Ad Council, is launching a three-year public service campaign which aims to educate consumers on food waste reduction.


In February 2016, NYC Mayor Bill de Blasio launched a Zero Waste Challenge for large waste-generating businesses, which will run until June 2016.
 Part of this challenge includes separating waste into food that can be donated from food to be composted.  This challenge hopes to highlight how much waste businesses are able to divert from landfill and how much food they can donate to local charities. 
C.
Expanding Food Donation and Rescue


Some New York City businesses that take advantage of federal tax incentives
 and donate edible food that would otherwise be thrown out or composted.  If this is replicated nationally, it has the potential to recover almost 800 million meals per year.
  In most cases these businesses are working with a food rescue organization like City Harvest, which will pick up properly packaged donated food from these businesses and bring them to the various food banks and soup kitchens located throughout the city.  
While not as economically impactful as consumer education programs and standardized date labels according to ReFED’s report, donation-matching software data provides great benefits for the investment.
  Such software connects food donors with recipients so that smaller-scale food donations can be enhanced.
  
D.
Focus on Reducing Food Waste to Reduce Need for Large Scale Organic Processing Facility

In the Northeast, ReFED’s report found that constructing composting facilities would be successful because compost has a high market value and because the costs of disposal are high.
 While the report indicates that it is the most expensive strategy, it is the most beneficial in terms of diverting waste from landfills, reducing GHG emissions and creating jobs.
  In January 2016, the Sanitation Committee held a hearing on DSNY’s organics program, during which Commissioner Garcia discussed the City’s plans for composting, including plans to site a large-scale facility within 150 miles to process this organic material.
 
It is unclear whether a centralized composting facility would provide the benefits to New York City that the ReFED report suggests. Considering that a centralized composting facility would almost certainly be placed well outside of New York City, trucks carrying this material would likely have to travel long distances, which would increase costs as well as GHG emissions.  In addition, very few if any jobs would be created in the city’s boundaries.  Thus, from a financial standpoint it would likely be much cheaper to focus on strategies to reduce the amount of organic waste by ensuring that safe edible food does not make its way into the waste stream.  
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