
Throwing food away is a waste
 Our natural resources are far too  
precious to be squandered
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Recommendations for action

Adopt a plan of  
action to halve 
food waste

Introduce  
mandatory  
documentation of 
waste volumes

Avoid waste in  
public institutions 

Adapt food  
purchases to  
actual need

IN BRIEF



Year after year, 1.3 billion tons of food 

ends up on the rubbish dump. A third 

of what is produced world-wide goes lost 

because it was damaged during produc-

tion or transportation or rotted away in 

warehouses, shops or households. Added 

to this are thousands of tons that do not 

enter the statistics because they are left 

unused in the fields or do not fulfil the 

so-called cosmetic standards of the su-

permarkets. It is not only money that we 

are wasting with this, but precious natural 

resources as well.

Today, we are consuming far more food 

than we are growing ourselves. Since farm-

land is used for energy plants or goods for 

exporting, according to the Federal Office 

of Statistics (Destatis), two thirds of the 

cropland needed to feed German consum-

ers is now abroad. One might assume that 

this could be an advantage for the people 

in the developing countries, where cultiva-

tion is increasingly taking place. But this 

is far from the case. Instead of benefiting 

from the sale of their produce, it is partic-

ularly smallholders who are often driven 

off their land so that it can be turned into 

plantations.

Smallholders are being  
displaced

Take the case of palm oil. Whether it be 

chocolate cream, deep-freeze pizza or 

margarine, this vegetable oil, which above 

all comes from Indonesia and Malaysia, 

can be found in almost every second su-

permarket item. Oil palms are also grown 

in Sierra Leone. Two out of three people 

live on farming in this West African coun-

try. The soils are fertile, and the plants 

thrive. The palm oil trade is a lucrative 

business, and it should hardly come as a 

surprise that the government has already 

leased almost a third of the farmland to 

foreign investors for several decades, as 

the Land Matrix initiative reports.

The victims are the smallholders, who 

usually hold no documented titles to their 

land. They grow the major share of the 

food they need on their own plots, which 

are often no larger than two football 

pitches. What is not needed for their own 

requirements is sold at the local markets, 

which earns them a meagre income. 70 

per cent of the over 14-year-olds are illit-

erate; without school education, farming 

is frequently their only financial pillar. 

But there is usually no room left for the 

smallholders where European and Asian 

investors set up their gigantic oil palm 

plantations. This also applies to the tribal 

fiefdom of Malen in the Pujehun district, 

a Welthungerhilfe project region in the 

South of Sierra Leone. Just 189 of the 

9,000 smallholders affected have perma-

nent fulltime jobs. Slightly below 2,000 

others are taken on as seasonal workers 

or day labourers. Driven from their own 

land, the locals now have neither a live-

lihood nor any possibility to earn an in-

come.

Food is a human right
The right to food is a human right en-

shrined in international law. However, 

there is still a long way to go before it  can 

be achieved. World-wide, three out of four 

people suffering from hunger live where 

the food is produced, in rural areas of all 

places. In order to improve their liveli-

hoods, they need access to resources. If 

smallholders were to have sufficient land 

and means of production at their disposal, 

so that they could produce higher yields 

in a more sustainable manner, and if, in 

addition, new jobs were developed in rural 

areas and trade and agricultural policies 

were to enable fairer access to markets, 

these would be crucial steps in the right 

direction. The global sustainability goals 

of the United Nations, which are to be ad-

opted in September 2015, also call for a 

doubling of agricultural productivity and 

smallholder income by 2030.
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When we put items into our shopping trolley at the supermarket, we seldom consider where the 

food actually comes from. We are just as unmindful when we throw some of it away at home 

– because we overestimated the amount we needed or just happened to have an appetite for 

something else. Huge amounts of waste also accumulate before the food reaches the consumer, 

in the field, during production, and at the supermarket – a scandal considering that 795 million 

people are suffering from hunger throughout the world.

Ninety per cent of the land belonging to 
the people in the Pujehun region of Sierra 
Leone has been leased to foreign investors.
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Losses in the South – Waste in the North
Whereas food wasting occurs mainly in the industrialised countries, food losses are 

frequently a problem in the developing countries. Poor storage or drying facilities are 

the chief causes of high post-harvest losses, and they contribute to many smallhold-

ers hardly being able to produce yields reaching beyond their own food needs. It is 

above all pests like rodents, beetles and moths as well as mildew and putrefaction 

bacteria that lead to losses in storage. Added to this are losses in harvesting, during 

transportation and in processing.



From an ethical perspective, our mass 

consumption of cheap food coming from 

the developing countries and the emerg-

ing economies and resorting to resources 

from countries in which people are living 

in poverty and suffering hunger is already 

a dubious practice. But if we then also 

waste considerable amounts of such food, 

this is a scandal. In Germany, every in-

dividual throws away food worth around 

235 euros each year. However, the true 

price of our consumption is much higher. 

We are wasting valuable energy, land and 

water resources needed for food produc-

tion. Climate change is aggravated by the 

unnecessary emission of pollutants in the 

production process. The consequences – 

drought disasters and floods – above all 

affect the farmers in developing coun-

tries, whose way of living and working has 

contributed least of all to the disaster. 

What should be done?
The German Federal Government seeks 

to halve food wastage by 2020. This is a 

welcome and ambitious target, although it 

is not easy to achieve. One problem is that 

the statistics are not reliable enough. For 

example, scientists believe that the vol-

ume of waste in trading food could amount 

to anything between 450,000 and 4.5 

million tons a year in Germany. Trade and 

industry must therefore be obliged to doc-

ument the causes and the extent of food 

waste. A common strategy to avoid waste 

that encompasses all sectors is needed at 

EU and at national level. Sector-by-sector 

benchmarks ought to be set. 

And in the case of non-com-

pliance, sanctions, e.g. in 

the shape of penalty pay-

ments, have to be imposed. 

A reform of legislation on 

the shelf life of products 

is also required in order to 

stop random fixing and mar-

ket manipulation. 

Especially large amounts of 

food waste accumulate in 

the growth market of out-of-

home catering. In canteens 

and refectories, for example in hospitals, 

companies, schools and universities, cru-

cial progress can be achieved. Procure-

ment needs to fulfil ambitious sustain-

ability criteria, and the causes of wastage 

have to be identified and eliminated. 

“Double small-
holder income  

by 2030”
– United Nations Sustainable  

Development Goal 2.3

The “Genießt uns!” initiative
Together with five cooperation part-

ners, Welthungerhilfe is campaigning 

against food wastage along the entire 

value chain. Innovative ideas that com-

panies have come up with in Germany 

– from farmers, the food processing 

industry or in the rapidly growing mar-

ket of out-of-home catering – are being 

scientifically examined and presented 

to the public. The “Genießt uns!” prize 

will be awarded to the most convincing 

initiative. The campaign is addressing 

the German Federal Government, busi-

nesses and consumers with a policy 

paper that calls for concrete measures 

to halve wastage in Germany by 2020. 

More information is available at: 

www.geniesst-uns.de
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56% 44%
on the
plate

in the
rubbish bin

In restaurants and canteens, at buffets and at events with catering services, enor-

mous amounts of food are wasted. In the out-of-home catering sector, nearly half of 

the food supplied is thrown away ahead of the best by date. Expressed in figures, this 

means that in restaurants, canteens or at events, an annual 53.3 kilograms of food 

is provided per individual, 23 kilograms or 44 per cent of which prematurely ends up 

in the rubbish bin. (Source: own presentation based on Umweltbundesamt – Federal 

Environment Office, 2014)
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Almost half of all food ends up in the rubbish bin



Some companies are already setting good 

examples. The initiative “Genießt uns!” 

(enjoy us! – see box on page 3) is draw-

ing public attention to these exempla-

ry small and medium-sized companies, 

which are countering wastage with good 

ideas. For instance, a Bavarian brewery 

pub selling 1,600 servings a day is now 

offering smaller dishes, with the result 

that there are hardly any leftovers and the 

company has saved an annual 13,000 

euros on getting rid of food waste since 

the introduction of the measure. Instead 

of ploughing his pumpkins which do not 

meet the trade standards back into the 

ground, one farmer sells them in his own 

farm shop. He invites his neighbours to 

come to his fields for a second harvest 

and makes chutney out of the “ugly” 

pumpkins. Now the throw-outs can even 

be marketed in a prize-winning delicates-

sen merchandise line.

Quality instead of quantity
If we want to take the natural planetary 

boundaries and the right to food for ev-

eryone seriously, we have to reconsider 

the way we handle food at all levels. In-

stead of letting ourselves be lured by “all-

you-can-eat” offers and volume discount 

campaigns, we ought to go for quality first 

rather than quantity, carefully plan our 

shopping and seek creative ways to make 

use of leftovers. Not only would this mean 

avoiding millions of tons of waste, but it 

would conserve valuable natural resourc-

es as well, which is crucial to combating 

hunger and poverty too. This is also ad-

dressed in the Sustainable Development 

Goals, which are to replace the Millen-

nium Development Goals in September 

2015 and are to apply equally to all coun-

tries for the first time. Governments are 

obliged to implement these development 

goals. But we consumers can contribute 

to this, too – by once again appreciating 

the value of our food and the natural re-

sources needed to produce it. Let’s keep 

this in mind next time we go shopping at 

the supermarket!
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Recommendations  
for action

for politics

 � The German Federal Republic 

has to adopt a binding plan of 

measures and action to halve food 

waste by 2020.

 � Public institutions must be 

required to procure and use food 

in compliance with sustainability 

standards.

for enterprises

 � All food industry branches at EU 

level have to be obliged to keep 

records of their food losses.

for consumers

 � The value of food has to be 

appreciated, and it must be con-

sumed sustainably. Buying food 

must be adapted to actual needs.
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