The Center for a Livable Future

March 10, 2013
To the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee:
The Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future is an academic research and education center based at the Bloomberg School of Public Health that investigates the interconnections among food systems, public health, and the environment. Our Food System Sustainability program has four research projects in progress related to food waste, and is working on multiple related activities.
We are writing to describe our rationale and recommendations for including reducing consumer food waste as an important component of consumer behavior recommendations in the next Dietary Guidelines. 
The 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans states as its ultimate goal, “to improve the health of our Nation’s current and future generations by facilitating and promoting healthy eating and physical activity choices so that these behaviors become the norm among all individuals.”  In the United States, 31 to 40 percent of all food produced is wasted from farm to fork (Buzby and Hyman 2012, Hall et al 2009). This waste poses a powerful threat to the Dietary Guidelines’ ultimate goal, by increasing the costs of a healthy diet and reducing food security.
Current dietary guidelines may unintentionally contribute to consumer behaviors related to food waste.  Many Americans may take inspiration from recommendations to eat more produce, going to grocery stores or farmers markets with the best of intentions.  Those good intentions, however, may lead to buying more produce than they are realistically likely to use (WRAP 2007). The Dietary Guidelines can particularly play a role in reducing this source of potential food waste, which can in turn help build long-term food security and strengthen Americans’ ability to afford healthier diets.  Consumer strategies to reduce food waste can also improve diet quality. 
Dietary guidelines that include specific recommendations to help consumers reduce food waste are consistent with existing US Department of Agriculture (USDA) efforts to address food waste, including through the joint USDA/EPA Food Waste Challenge.  Historically, the US government was active in promoting food waste reduction.
THE RATIONALE:  HOW ADDRESSING FOOD WASTE CAN ADVANCE THE DIETARY GUIDELINES GOALS
1) Food waste impacts the cost of a healthy diet 
The DGAC aims to promote increased consumption of produce, but costs of fresh produce are a barrier for many Americans.  A household of four in the US wastes on average about $1,560 per year on food not eaten (Buzby and Hyman, 2012, calculated). If consumers avoided wasting more of that food, they could eat it at zero additional cost, or could experience net savings while maintaining healthy diets. 
Taking the cost issue into broader context, the 31-40 percent of food being wasted at the consumer level translates into billions of dollars lost in government programs.  For example, one study estimated that over $1.2 billion in food provided through government funded school lunch programs may be wasted (Cohen et al 2013). Wasting 31-40 percent of current SNAP and WIC budgets translates in dollars to $26 to 34 billion annually (budgets $78 billion and $7 billion respectively for FY 2012. (USDA 2013a, USDA 2013b)) Dietary Guidelines recommendations that help consumers minimize wasted food could free up additional resources for program recipients, extending the government’s impact on improving food security.  
We emphasize that beneficiaries should not be blamed. Most studies suggest that lower income households waste less food than those with higher incomes, as summarized in Parfitt et al (2010.) Further, food waste has become endemic throughout US society, and all Americans need advice, tools, motivation and skills to support waste reduction. 
2) Food waste may impact food security and healthy food availability
Gunders (2012) calculates that just 15 percent of the wasted food in the US could feed 25 million Americans (based on Hall et al 2009). Generally and for many good reasons, food waste recovery is rarely performed at the consumer level, and instead occurs at farm or food industry levels.  Consumer-level food waste may exert its impacts on food availability more indirectly, through effects on food supply and prices, as outlined in Stewart, 2009 (Ch.5).  The 2008 food price crisis demonstrated how intertwined our food systems are globally and domestically.  Changes in demand and pricing in some places and for some foods, especially grains, had broad implications for supply and pricing across geography and food type, resulting in about 100 million people globally falling below the threshold of chronic hunger and poverty (UN, undated). 
More importantly, as the U.S. and world populations grow, and as resource depletion and contamination, climate change, biodiversity loss and other environmental crises advance, the gap between food production and demand is likely to increase. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) projections indicate that agricultural production will have to increase by 70 percent by 2050 to meet food demand (UN FAO 2009). Such estimates, however, do not account for the possibility that more efficient use of current production could contribute substantially to food availability and thus play a critical role in reducing that gap. 
Finally, wasted food represents wasted natural resources.  We need those resources available to support future food production, but wasting 31-40 percent of the food supply may mean depleting them 31 to 40 percent more quickly than we otherwise would.  By one estimate, food waste leads to wasting over a fourth of all the freshwater we use in the country and about 4 percent of the oil (Hall, et al 2009). Additionally, food waste substantively contributes to climate change via both unnecessary greenhouse gas emissions, and via landfill production of methane, a powerful greenhouse gas.  Climate change of course further damages the food productive capacity we need available to us for the future. 
STRATEGIES TO REDUCE FOOD WASTE CAN IMPROVE DIET HEALTHFULNESS
Strategies that help reduce food waste can also help support healthy diets.  Perhaps most importantly, planning meals and snacks in advance plays a critical role in purchasing and preparing appropriate amounts, and in selecting appropriate portion sizes.  In this way, consumers can avoid impulse choices, reduce the risk of having more food than they will realistically eat, and reduce the conscious or unconscious incentive to over-consume what is available. 
Additionally, consumers who place a priority on using up food may be more likely to eat at home in order to do so, thus avoiding restaurant meals that are often high in calories, sodium, and fats. 
RECOMMENDATIONS
The Dietary Guidelines could easily include messages to help inform consumers and refine their approaches to purchasing produce and reducing their food waste, while potentially strengthening their nutrition.  We suggest placing a statement about avoiding food waste on the main dietary guidelines graphic, and having additional available information that emphasizes the following messages:
1. Plan in advance: Consumers should be advised that planning meals and snacks prior to shopping is beneficial not only for reducing waste (and reducing unnecessary impulse purchases of less-healthy foods) but also for helping consumers to adhere to their dietary intentions.  Just as avoiding purchasing too much can reduce waste, it also reduces the incentive to keep eating excess foods in order to finish them.

2. Be realistic: The guidelines should advise consumers that even as they seek to increase their consumption of produce, they should still be realistic -- plan in advance and shop intentionally.  Further, they can be reminded to think realistically before making bulk purchases such as at superstores, and to recognize that an apparent money-saver can lead to money lost if they cannot use the food before it spoils. 

3. Use what you have: The guidelines should advise consumers to save money and food by “shopping their refrigerator first.”  They should be aware of what food they have on hand and what is close to spoiling or losing appeal. Ingredients can be combined into soups and stews; the Internet also has databases allowing consumers to obtain recipes based on specific ingredients they want to use.  Additionally, consumers can take advantage of the convenience and enjoyment of eating their leftovers, thus saving preparation time.  This advice also feeds into the goal of encouraging people to cook (and to learn how to cook), enabling them to eat better and less. 
4. Use frozen and canned foods: Consumers can be reminded that if they will not be able to eat foods soon enough, many foods can be frozen and saved for a later date. Purchasing frozen and canned foods to supplement fresh purchases helps assure produce is available when needed while reducing the chance of spoilage.
5. Watch portion sizes: Another sound dietary strategy that also helps reduce food waste is encouraging attention to portion sizes. In restaurants, eating meals of appropriate size provides the opportunity to take home leftovers for an extra “free” meal.  

6. Ignore sell-by dates: As described in (Leib and Gunders, 2013), many consumers are confused about the meaning of sell-by and use-by dates on food packages. Clear guidance could help consumers reduce waste while maintaining appropriate food safety. 

Additional consumer-level waste prevention strategies are available on the USDA website (http://www.usda.gov/oce/foodwaste/resources/consumers.htm) and elsewhere. To help motivate these and other waste prevention strategies, the DG could share information with consumers about the average amount of money thrown in the trash through food waste – about $1,560 per family of four and $165 billion in the US in total, annually (Buzby and Hyman, 2012).
For implementation, it could be valuable to create educational materials on reducing food waste to help consumers, nutrition educators, schools, and those working with recipients of federally funded food assistance programs.  
Of course, the food waste problem in the U.S. cannot be solved by consumer action alone; many food system actors share responsibility, along with our nation’s culture and social/economic structures more broadly.  But given the relatively low level of consumer messaging on food waste to date, and the benefits to consumers from taking action, including food waste in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (as part of the main graphic and in supplemental materials) is low hanging fruit.  Consumer-targeted campaigns in the U.K resulted in a 21% reduction in consumer food waste between 2007 and 2012.  Reducing waste can improve food security and make it easier and more affordable for Americans to eat healthy diets in the short and long term.
For additional information and/or assistance with incorporating messages to help reduce food waste into the dietary guidelines, please contact Roni Neff, PhD SM, Rneff@jhsph.edu or (410) 614-6027.  
Sincerely,
Roni Neff, PhD, SM 
Program Director, Food System Sustainability, Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future
Assistant Scientist, Environmental Health Sciences and Health Policy & Management
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health

Robert S. Lawrence, MD
Director, Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future
Professor, Environmental Health Sciences
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health
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