
Managing restaurant waste has evolved from simply hauling it to landfills
(typically at great expense) to diverting some of it to recycling/composting 
– and to reducing the amount to begin with. A welcome awareness, 
says Andrew Shakman, president/ceo, Leanpath, a company providing 
food waste tracking technologies, for many reasons – including the 
opportunity for restaurants to reduce costs, stop throwing away 
profit, and contribute to environmental sustainability. (For example, 
the EPA estimates that decomposition of food and other waste under 
anaerobic conditions in landfills produces 34% of potent methane gas 
emissions in the U.S.) 

REDUCE WHAT IS THROWN AWAY
According to Andrew, one of the challenges is that, “Overproduction in 
particular is a natural instinct in hospitality…we just don’t want to run out. 
And restaurateurs have learned to live with waste for so long they’ve come 
to believe that it is a cost of doing business.” That cost is appreciable. 
Leanpath data suggests that pre-consumer food waste (everything 
that ends up in the trash before it gets to the table) ranges from 
4-10% of total food costs. “This is food that is overproduced, dropped, 
spoiled, trim waste – but it’s all in control of the operator,” says Andrew.

Where to begin? When restaurateurs learn what they are throwing away 
and why, they can identify problems and set goals to correct them. 
Andrew’s advice is to measure and track what goes into the garbage on a 
daily basis. “The range of tools available includes some pretty sophisticated 
technology, but it can be accomplished with a piece of paper,” he says. “Keep 
a log of what is thrown out – the item and quantity, the reason, when, and by 
whom. Review postings from the prior day with cooks pre-shift. Discuss the 
highest waste items and problem-solve to find solutions. You don’t have to 
get it right all at once. Go after produce spoilage or trim waste, for example. 
If you tackle it item by item, it will have a cumulative impact.” It’s effective 
to enter data into a spreadsheet, post total waste publicly each week, and 
set company-wide goals for reduction – through more accurate forecasting, 
efficient procurement, better rotation to avoid spoilage, producing only 
what’s needed, and maintaining tighter inventories. 

Andrew warns that in addition to overproduction, overbuying (including 
items in bulk to achieve discounts) almost always increases risk of waste 
because cheaper items don’t seem to be worth worrying about. But, he 
cautions, “The costs of items that are cheap in bulk – like starches, for 
example – are astounding when you factor in the waste.” Jim Laube, pres., 
www.RestaurantOwner.com, agrees, “Smart operators purchase just 
what they know they need, even if the price per unit is a little higher. They 
know they make more money focusing on efficiently utilizing products, not 
on quantity discounts.” Running a tight ship in terms of inventory is a “huge 

opportunity to control quality,” adds Laurel Cudden, director, environmental 
health and food safety, BR Guest Restaurants – the first national multi-
concept restaurant group to be certified “Green” by the Green Restaurant 
Association (GRA). Laurel adds that attention to pre-consumer food waste 
was a huge part of their operational focus even before their successful 
Green initiatives. “Waste has zero value,” she says.

Shining a light on what goes in the trash can illuminate other areas. 
When operators isolate the contribution waste plays in the variance 
between theoretical and actual food costs, it can uncover other issues, 
such as theft. Just the act of focusing on food waste creates awareness 
about the value of food, including the category of post-consumer waste 
(by definition, anything left after guests have consumed a meal), which 
leads to conversations about the menu size, portion sizes, and excess 
components on the plate. Andrew adds that attention to waste 
encompasses many other materials, including packaging and 
supplies, especially plastic that can’t biodegrade naturally. (While BR 
Guest Restaurants had to return to plastic containers for durability, they 
are made from recycled material and are recyclable.) 

DONATE
Another way to reduce waste is by donating excess food to food banks, 
soup kitchens, shelters, etc. – which helps communities and can also 
provide tax benefits. (Restaurants are protected from any civil and 
criminal liability under the Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation 
Act. For info on food donation, visit www.feedingamerica.org.)

COMPOST AND RECYCLE
Recycling and composting are other ways to reuse waste – and 
reduce what goes into a landfill. Composting will come of age as more 
communities provide options for restaurants to send food scraps and 
food that can’t be donated to off-site composting facilities, and/or as more 
restaurants partner with local farms. (For information on composting, visit               
www.epa.gov/epawaste/conserve/rrr/composting.)

While recycling does not have to be a complicated process, it does 
take training and supervision, advises Laurel. “Most of our staff is 
from New York and already participating in residential recycling, so they 
understand the concept. But it still requires more effort to look at what 
container something goes in,” she says. (For info on recycling, visit www.
conserve.restaurant.org/issues.) Laurel says that with all aspects of waste 
management and being green, it helps to let employees know that their 
efforts make a difference. “We’re working on our yearly results data with 
the GRA, but it’s also important to give our employees information they can 
understand and relate to, like how many trees we will have saved.” 
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“Operators know it’s important to reconcile cash every day, 
yet they don’t apply the same principle to food waste – even though it’s a top area of loss.” 

Andrew Shakman president/ceo, Leanpath


