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EPA’s Role in Sustainable Management of Food
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RESEARCH
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& Climate 
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Recent EPA 
Research on  
Wasted Food 

https://www.epa.gov/land-research/food-waste-research 

https://www.epa.gov/land-research/food-waste-research


Quantifying 
Landfill 
Methane 
Emissions 
from 
Landfilled 
Food Waste

https://www.epa.gov/land-research/quantifying-methane-
emissions-landfilled-food-waste 

https://www.epa.gov/land-research/quantifying-methane-emissions-landfilled-food-waste
https://www.epa.gov/land-research/quantifying-methane-emissions-landfilled-food-waste


Updating EPA’s 
Food Recovery 
Hierarchy:
From Field to 
Bin: The 
Environmental 
Impacts of U.S. 
Food Waste 
Management 
Pathways

• Source Reduction
• Donation
• Upcycling
• Anaerobic Digestion
• Animal Feed
• Composting
• Controlled Combustion (Incineration)
• Land Application
• Landfill
• Sewer/Wastewater Treatment 

(“Down the Drain”)
• Unharvested/Plowed In

Report evaluates 11 common 
wasted food pathways:

https://www.epa.gov/land-research/field-bin-environmental-
impacts-us-food-waste-management-pathways 

https://www.epa.gov/land-research/field-bin-environmental-impacts-us-food-waste-management-pathways
https://www.epa.gov/land-research/field-bin-environmental-impacts-us-food-waste-management-pathways


https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food/wasted-food-scale 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

The results of our analysis were used to develop the new Wasted Food Scale, which hopefully most of you have seen by now! 
The Wasted Food Scale ranks wasted food pathways from most to least environmentally preferable, based on the LCA and circularity assessment in our Field to Bin report.
It is available in eight languages, in both simple and detailed versions. You can find all the files on our website.
Pathways are grouped into tiers where EPA determined them to have equivalent performance. 
The Scale is based specifically on the environmental performance of wasted food in the pathways and is not applicable to other types of waste.
Social and economic factors were not considered in the analysis.

Six broad findings:

Source reduction, donation and upcycling are the most environmentally preferable pathways because they can displace additional food production. 

The benefits of pathways beyond source reduction, donation, and upcycling are small relative to the environmental impacts of food production; thus, they can do little to offset those impacts. 
For example, anaerobic digestion can produce more energy per unit of wasted food than the other energy-producing pathways considered in this report (i.e., controlled combustion and landfill), but anaerobic digestion can recover only around 20 percent of the energy that was required to produce each unit of food. 
So prevention always outperforms recycling.

Sewer/wastewater treatment (i.e., sending wasted food “down the drain”) and landfilling stand out for their sizeable methane emissions. 
Wasted food decays rapidly in anaerobic conditions. 
Sewer transport allows for uncontrolled methane releases, and wasted food at landfills begins to decompose prior to capping and placement of landfill gas capture systems. 
These emissions far exceed the benefits of energy recovery technologies (i.e., anaerobic digestion at water resource recovery facilities or gas capture systems at landfills) or the carbon sequestration potential of landfills.
Water resource recovery facilities with anaerobic digestion have lower global warming potential than those without, but the difference is not big enough to affect the final ranking of the sewer/WWT pathway. 

All wasted food pathways other than landfill and sewer/wastewater treatment demonstrate beneficial or near neutral global warming potential. 
While all pathways (except source reduction) use energy and release carbon dioxide, and some pathways release other greenhouse gases, this is generally offset by the benefits of avoided production of energy, food, animal feed and/or fertilizer, avoided fertilizer use, and/or carbon sequestration. 

Recycling wasted food into soil amendments through composting and anaerobic digestion offers opportunities to make long-term improvements in soil structure and health, and helps regenerate ecosystems by recovering nitrogen and carbon and returning them to the soil. 
The AD ranking is dependent on beneficial use or disposal of digestate/biosolids, because the environmental impacts are lower if the nutrients and carbon in the outputs of the AD process are used beneficially, rather than being disposed, like in a landfill. People are often surprised to hear that these byproducts are being disposed, and it matters from an environmental impact standpoint. 
Composting is now ranked equally to AD (where the AD process uses the digestate/biosolids beneficially) – this is due to the well-researched benefits of applying organic soil amendments (such as providing slow-release nutrients, improving soil health, sequestering carbon and contributing to regeneration of disturbed ecosystems), which are strongest for compost. However, AD also produces energy, so these two are ranked equally.  [If digestate and biosolids are being composted, it was included under AD with beneficial use]


Finally, I want to note that as the U.S. becomes less dependent on fossil fuels for energy, the environmental value of producing energy from wasted food (through anaerobic digestion, incineration, and landfilling) will decrease. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
I’m going to touch on some of the differences between EPA’s previous food recovery hierarchy and the new wasted food scale.

We wanted to make it very clear that preventing wasted food is the most environmentally beneficial approach, and that the three pathways all the way on the upper right- landfilling, sending food waste down the drain, and incineration-  are to be avoided if possible. 
Four new pathways were added: Upcycling, Leave Unharvested, Land Application, and sending down the drain.
The “Industrial Uses” tier was not carried over, as performance of emerging pathways varies widely and is changing, and there was a lack of data for some. Anaerobic digestion was listed under “industrial uses” and is now ranked on its own
As far as the ranking of leaving crops unharvested on the field to be plowed in or for grazing – I want to be clear about what this means. This ranking is not intended to imply that edible food should be left on the field- of course food should be used to feed people, and the unharvested pathway is ranked below donation, which includes gleaning too and also below upcycling. After harvest, energy and resources are needed to store, process, transport, and serve food –  environmental impacts accumulate as food moves down the supply chain. If the food will not end up being eaten, then it would be better to avoid the emissions and resource consumption of storage, processing, transport, and serving that food. Not harvesting crops in the first place is one way to do that. When crops are left on the field, they may be grazed by animals or plowed into the soil, which can increase soil organic matter and provide plant nutrients that support future crop growth. I know this is a tricky one to wrap our heads around.

LCA:
The first was a review of traditional life cycle assessments of the pathways.
We searched for data on 11 environmental indicators in this review.
Reviewed approx. 250 studies in depth.

Circularity:
Our second analyses qualitatively assessed each pathway’s contribution to a circular economy, based upon definitions in Save our Seas Act 2.0 and from Ellen Macarthur Foundation.
We set four criteria, focusing on each pathway’s ability to:
prevent waste
maintain outputs’ highest potential value
stay free of contaminants to enable reuse, and 
help to regenerate ecosystems through improved soil health and climate resilience. 

Combined:
The benefit of combining these approaches is the ability to see trade-offs between environmental impacts and between circularity and environmental impacts. 
For example, creating energy to displace fossil fuels may reduce a host of environmental impacts, but that food could also have been used to make new food or materials and/or improve soil health.
One note: Both analyses looked specifically on the environmental performance of wasted food in the pathways – Neither analysis included social and economic factors.

We then merged the results of these two methodologies into a new ranking of pathways—called the Wasted Food Scale—based upon the latest science, technological advances, and changes in operational practices. 



https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food/wasted-food-scale
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*NEW* Funding for Infrastructure & Recycling 
(Including Food Waste)

Solid Waste Infrastructure for 
Recycling Grant Program

Recycling Education and 
Outreach Grant Program



SWIFR- Overview
• Projects will improve local post-consumer materials management and 

infrastructure

• SWIFR for Communities will provide a total of approximately $58 million

• $500,000 to $5 million per award

• Applications are due by December 20, 2024.

• Note: EPA also refers to this funding opportunity as “SWIFR for Political 
Subdivisions of States and Territories.”

• SWIFR for Tribes and Intertribal Consortia will provide a total of 
approximately $20 million

• $100,000 to $1.5 million per award

• Applications are due by March 14, 2025.

SWIFR for Communities

SWIFR for Tribes and 
Intertribal Consortia

https://www.epa.gov/infrastructure/solid-waste-infrastructure-recycling-grants-communities
https://www.epa.gov/infrastructure/solid-waste-infrastructure-recycling-grants-tribes-and-intertribal-consortia
https://www.epa.gov/infrastructure/solid-waste-infrastructure-recycling-grants-tribes-and-intertribal-consortia


REO - Three Projects
Total estimated funding for REO Round 2 is approximately $39,094,000. 

The project performance period will be 5 years.

Applications are due December 20, 2024.

All applications must be from coalitions.

EPA anticipates awarding only one cooperative agreement that includes 
three projects:

11

Section I.F. 
of the NOFO

REO webpage

1. Develop and Implement a National Consumer Wasted Food Reduction Campaign
2. Expand the Market and Sales of Compost
3. Increase Education and Outreach to Households on Composting

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The second round of REO funding focuses on reducing food waste and improving organic waste recycling. Food waste prevention initiatives grounded in education and outreach can also improve the effectiveness of residential and community recycling programs, which include composting programs. These efforts continue to support improvements to local waste management systems and recycling education and outreach, helping to meet Congress’ goal to create a stronger, more resilient, and cost-effective U.S. municipal solid waste recycling system.

EPA anticipates awarding only one award that includes all three of the listed projects. The grant recipient will be responsible for sub-awarding a portion of the grant. The total estimated funding for Round 2 REO is approximately $39,094,000.

All applications for this funding opportunity must contain three projects that meet the following objectives:  
Project 1: Develop and Implement a National Consumer Wasted Food Reduction Campaign;
Project 2: Expand the Market and Sales of Compost; and
Project 3: Increase Education and Outreach to Households on Composting

The project performance period will be 5 years.
Applications are due December 20, 2024.
All applications must be from coalitions.


https://www.epa.gov/infrastructure/consumer-recycling-education-and-outreach-grant-program


National 
Strategy

https://www.epa.gov/circulareconomy/national-strategy-reducing-food-loss-
and-waste-and-recycling-organics

https://www.epa.gov/circulareconomy/national-strategy-reducing-food-loss-and-waste-and-recycling-organics
https://www.epa.gov/circulareconomy/national-strategy-reducing-food-loss-and-waste-and-recycling-organics


Strategy’s Objectives:
1. Prevent the loss of food. 

2. Prevent the waste of food. 

3. Increase the recycling rate for all organic 
waste.

4. Support policies that incentivize and 
encourage food loss and waste prevention 
and organics recycling.



What’s next 
from EPA?



Links

EPA: Sustainable Management of Food
Food Waste Research
Wasted Food Scale
EPA, USDA, FDA National Strategy
Climate Action Plans 
Composting
Funding Opportunities + National Grant Tracker
Solid Waste Infrastructure for Recycling Grant 
Program
Recycling Education and Outreach Grant 
Program 
Climate Pollution Reduction Grant Program

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fr20.rs6.net%2Ftn.jsp%3Ff%3D001tByJAagVxToE3r-5Z3w4PBzyhnZvB74zwXlxFYkcSsEsUOFKvAJ601kR9HksTsB0jT8GgUejU8uWyZ4Tw4NUjjxXaIGdexA6Zqv2CoLK4vWdRTX5IjdzctxrcJvcO9HpS_AN1-JnEoE4o7Lo3Iih6UQEKHYskYxA0v0mKR14KQQXRJiDdRvLFw%3D%3D%26c%3Dmj73G3ZHNf0tqvQbKaXHlD6XakN4Q810I34hnzZR5w9a_l6ZYFfiDg%3D%3D%26ch%3Dx7DsEVto4Qip5r9YqJqqNnscJq_l6OBT2bQmB4iyNB-C7yQHLwCiGQ%3D%3D&data=05%7C01%7Cfabiano.claudia%40epa.gov%7C90733c5f21b04e7e608408dbf336cf24%7C88b378b367484867acf976aacbeca6a7%7C0%7C0%7C638371188947992348%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=OdZALXaP3VtNk8DTR9gI1Em8OS4edqhKGmb7pAbVNvs%3D&reserved=0
https://www.epa.gov/land-research/food-waste-research
https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food/wasted-food-scale
https://www.epa.gov/circulareconomy/national-strategy-reducing-food-loss-and-waste-and-recycling-organics
https://www.epa.gov/smm/example-government-climate-action-plans-address-materials-management-and-waste
http://www.epa.gov/composting
https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food/funding-opportunities-and-epa-programs-related-food-system
https://refed.org/food-waste/resources-and-guides/#grants
https://www.epa.gov/infrastructure/solid-waste-infrastructure-recycling-grant-program
https://www.epa.gov/infrastructure/solid-waste-infrastructure-recycling-grant-program
https://www.epa.gov/infrastructure/consumer-recycling-education-and-outreach-grant-program
https://www.epa.gov/infrastructure/consumer-recycling-education-and-outreach-grant-program
https://www.epa.gov/inflation-reduction-act/climate-pollution-reduction-grants


THANK YOU!
SIGN UP FOR UPDATES:

Fabiano.claudia@epa.gov
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