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We separate and recycle glass, plastic, paper and cardboard. What else can we do to reduce the amount 
of material that ends up in our landfill? Let's take a look at a lesser known subject of concern: food waste 
as a component of the waste stream.

Food waste includes uneaten food (raw or cooked) and food preparation scraps from residences or 
households, and from commercial establishments like restaurants, grocery stores, and cafeterias. 
According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), in 2008, about 12.7 percent of the total 
municipal solid waste (more commonly known as trash or garbage) generated in America (before 
recycling) was food waste. “Less than three percent of that 32 million tons was recovered and recycled. 
The rest — 31 million tons — was thrown away into landfills or incinerators.” Food waste “is the third 
largest waste stream after paper and yard waste.” 

What to do? The EPA suggests applying the three R's of waste management to household food waste:
Reduce the amount of food wasted, for example, “by working with the food already in your refrigerator 
and planning meals around those items.” A periodic review of what is in our fridge, pantry and freezer 
ensures that nothing reaches a point of no return in terms of edibility. 

Is everything we discard really worthy of that dismissive treatment? Here are some examples: beet, 
radish and turnip greens are all edible (and tasty), yet they are often discarded. Same for chard and beet 
stalks. Do we really need to peel fruit or vegetables for that dish? Sometimes the answer is no. 
Vegetables that are a bit wilted can still shine as ingredients for soups. Taking steps in this direction is 
under our control. It saves us money immediately and helps the planet in the long run: a double 
advantage. 

The second R: Reuse: ”Use up your leftovers.”

Also, if we realize that we will never eat the many cans of beans we bought at a sale, we can donate 
them to a food bank. We can find out if farmers may use food scraps. I set aside egg shells for a friend 
who has chickens and from whom I get fresh eggs. 

Finally, what about food scraps that are really not edible? Recycle them, i.e., compost. 

Composting converts food scraps into a nutrient-rich soil amendment. My husband and I have a compost 
bin in the backyard and have been practicing separate collection of compostable food scraps for years. 
There are also machines that allow those without backyards to compost indoors. 

The Humboldt Waste Management Authority has a project ongoing to establish a regional food waste 
digester facility that would use food waste to generate energy. The report “Food Waste Diversion and 
Utilization in Humboldt County” explains that “Food waste has a high energy content which can be 
converted into methane under anaerobic conditions... Biogas from anaerobic digesters typically consists 
of approximately 60% methane and 40% carbon dioxide. The biogas can be used for direct heating, 
generating electricity, or as a vehicle fuel. Biogas can also be purified and injected into the utility pipeline 
gas grid."

In the end, it boils down to knowing where our food comes from and acknowledging the cost of its 
production. When foods have a name and a face, then we feel more bound to not waste them. We fill our 
plate with a reasonable amount of food and clean our plate. We eat also the leftovers (so many dishes 
are actually more flavorful the day after they are prepared) and make sure that trimmings are used up 
before they get onto the compost pile. Corn cobs are a great addition to vegetable stock, and so are basil 
and parsley stems, celery root parings (well scrubbed) and leek trimmings (roots and leaves). We make 
jam with excess fruit, freeze excess vegetables, share the bounty we may have with other people. In 
summary, we do all we can to keep food away from our garbage can. 


