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FOOD WASTE, 
RECOVERY  

AND ORGANICS  
RECYCLING

American’s waste approximately 133 billion pounds of 
food each year.  That’s about one-third of our food supply 
annually.  

This food waste crisis has reached new levels that require 
national attention.  According to the United States Department 
of Agriculture, food waste is the single greatest contributor to 
municipal landfills across the United States.  Billions of pounds 
of wasted food enter our landfills annually and fuel the cre-
ation of methane which is a potent greenhouse gas, extremely 
harmful to the environment.

At the same time this food is being wasted, roughly 3 million New 
Yorkers are either hungry or food insecure, meaning they lack 
reliable access to healthy quantities of nutritious food.  Ironically, 
both hunger and food waste are serious problems facing all counties 
in New York State, and they need our attention.  

The amount of food waste we generate, what we do with it and the 
effect it has on our counties and environment are of great concern. 
Believe it or not, we are facing a crisis. 

 

This large pile of food waste dropped off by Syracuse 
University will never see a county landfill. It is being turned 

into compost and recycled into nutrients that will feed the soil 
in Central New York. 
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THE GENERATION OF FOOD WASTE
Food waste occurs in many ways including residential waste, farm waste and com-
mercial waste such as from grocery stores and restaurants. Residential waste often 
occurs when we purchase too much food at a time or when we forget to make a 
grocery list and buy perishable items we already have at home.  The average Amer-
ican family spends between $1,600 and $2,000 a year on food that is never eaten.  

A large amount of produce is also wasted at the farm or field level.  As consumers 
don’t generally purchase the less than cosmetically perfect produce, a large 
percentage of fresh, edible food never even gets harvested.  Experts estimate that 
millions of tons of produce are left unharvested annually. The market price of the 
good can lead to crops remaining unharvested.  Should the price drop too low, it 
may not be worth the resources expended to harvest the good.  More than 6 billion 
pounds of produce goes unharvested or unsold each year according to Matt Knott, 
President of Feeding America.  Dr. Timothy Jones of the University of Arizona also 
estimates that 29% of citrus crops, 18% of vegetables and 12% of apple crops are lost 
at the farm level each year in the United States. 

Grocery stores also contribute to the food waste crisis buy discarding unsold, yet 
edible food.  This edible food includes “ugly” produce and item past their “sell-by” 
date.  Sell-by dates are simply recommendations for retailers to sell items at their 
peak of freshness and do not have a direct correlation to the safety or expiration of 
food.  It is estimated that in store food waste is roughly 10% of the national food 
supply at the retail level.  This food could be donated to those in need throughout 
our counties if there were preset distribution channels.

This machine is used to clean out non-compostable materials.  
Composting process is complete once run through this machine.
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In September, 2015 the USDA and the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) announced the first ever national target to reduce 
food waste, challenging the country to reduce food waste by 50% 
by the year 2030. This latest target builds on the Food Recovery 
Challenge launched in 2013 with the goal of reducing food waste, feed-
ing the hungry and using waste for industrial purposes and composting.  
The challenge invites all businesses and organizations to join. 

SHOP SMARTER
Some simple ways to reduce residential waste include smart 
shopping, preparing a meal plan for the week and shopping 
in our refrigerator, freezer and pantry before we head to the 
grocery store.  Improper food storage can also lead to wasted 
food.  Educating ourselves on proper food storage, how long 
items last in the refrigerator and freezer are great ways to 
reduce the amount of food we throw away.

FOOD DONATION
Diverting safe and nutritious food to those who need it most is a 
huge part of food recovery. As we know, there are people in every 
county across the state who struggle with hunger. Both corporations 
and individuals can donate food by contacting their local food banks 
or county department of health for support or guidance. 

Those who chose to donate food are protected from liability by the 
Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act, a federal law 
enacted in 1996, as long as the donations are made in good faith that 
the food is safe for human consumption.  For additional information 
on the Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act please visit 
this website: http://www.feedingamerica.org/ways-to-give/give-
food/become-a-product-partner/protecting-our-food-partners.html.

COMPOSTING
Composting is another great way to reduce the amount of 
unavoidable food waste entering our landfills. Composting can 
be done at home or through your county waste facility. At home 
food can be composted in bins that are purchased or built, or a 
composting can be started in the back yard. Some county solid waste 
management divisions are composting on a larger scale through 
either food scrap drop off locations or even curbside pick-up 
programs. By diverting safe, edible food to those in need, instead 
of filling landfills we are supporting those in need, serving our 
community and protecting the environment. 

WAYS TO REDUCE 
FOOD WASTE



Food Waste and Organics Recycling White Paper December 2015 • NYSAC  5

COUNTIES LEADING THE WAY
Rockland County Chairman Alden Wolfe recently launched 
the Rockland County Food Recovery Task force with the goal 
of feeding people, not landfills! The taskforce is focusing on 
ways to reduce food waste and diverting safe, nutritious food 
to those in need. For more information please see: http://
rocklandgov.com/files/2314/4424/1709/FOOD_RECOVERY_
TASK_FORCE_KICKOFF.pdf.

Tompkins County has recently implemented a curbside com-
posing pilot program.  For more information on food scrap 
recycling in Tompkins County please visit: http://www.recy-
cletompkins.org/Recycling/Food-Scraps-Recycling.

The Onondaga County Resource Recovery Agency (OCRRA) 
is an extremely successful solid waste management facility 
reaching recycling rates that are double the national average!  
For more information on OCRRA please visit: http://ocrra.
org/.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR REFORM
NYSAC applauds and supports the on-going efforts of our 
counties to reduce, reuse and recycle.  NYSAC also supports 
the innovative and bold new ventures our counties are taking 
on to raise awareness for food donation, implementing curb-
side recycling and reducing our carbon footprint by reducing 
the amount of organic waste sent to county landfills. 

Additional Reading
A-Z Food Storage Tips: http://makedirtnotwaste.org/sites/
default/files/foodstorage-quickreference-web.pdf.

EPA Food Recovery Challenge: http://www2.epa.gov/
sustainable-management-food.

* Photos courtesy of the OCRRA Composting Facility in Amboy, 
NY.

Large stalls that hold compost 
as it undergoes drying and 
wetting phases to keep a 
“healthy compost pile.”*

Mixing truck used to mix wet 
food waste with dry yard 
waste.*

Manure from a local farm gets 
mixed in with the food waste.*
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COUNTIES ON 
THE CUTTING 

EDGE

The New York State Association of Counties is a bipartisan municipal association serving 

the counties of New York State including the City of New York. Organized in 1925,  

NYSAC mission is to represent, educate and advocate for member counties  

and the thousands of elected and appointed county officials who serve the public.

© 2015 New York State Association of Counties


