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One man's trash is another man's data. 

  

The nonprofit Natural Resources Defense Council is going to dig through trash bins. The trash will 

belong to both residents and businesses. It will be done in three American cities. Why? Because it turns 

out we don't actually know that much about food waste.  

 

We know that Americans waste about 36 million tons of food a year. But we don't know the nitty-gritty 

details. We don't know about individual behavior. How much of that "waste" is bones and peels that 

can't be reused? And how much is food that could have been eaten? And how could not wasting some 

of that food help communities provide for the 48 million Americans who aren't sure where they'll get 

their next meal? 

  

It is new, slightly gross research. But it will help us to understand the truth behind our communal food 

waste habits. Researchers from the NRDC want to know how much food we throw away in a given 

week. They also want to know how much of it could have been eaten if we had planned better. They 

want to know if we could have ignored an expiration date that wasn't needed. 

  

The research will start in Nashville, Tennessee. The team will ask hundreds of volunteers to keep a 

weekly kitchen diary. It will list what they throw away and why. Then the researchers will return to dig 

through the trash bins and see if the diary matches the deeds. 

 

"This is the first time anyone's trying to really track and get a better understanding of food waste in U.S. 

cities," says Dana Gunders, a scientist and food waste guru at the NRDC. In 2012, Gunders found that 

Americans waste 40 percent of their food. That's more than 20 pounds per person each month. 

  

The Environmental Protection Agency set a goal last year. It wants Americans to cut food waste in half 

by 2030. That, in turn, would cut water use by 25 percent. It would save consumers $165 billion a year. 

And it would reduce methane emissions from landfills by 20 percent in the process. But many cities are 

still struggling with how to reach that goal. 



Gunders hopes this study will fill in some gaps. Most of us have vague notions about the food waste 

chain. One is that imperfect produce is left to rot in farm fields. Another is that it is discarded at the 

grocery store. Food that was once perfectly good goes bad in our refrigerators. Or, it is left uneaten on 

a restaurant plate. But we don't know how much of that could have been eaten. Nor do we know how 

much was inevitable scraps and bits from processing. 

  

Gunders will look at residents' trash surveys and through their bins in the coming months. She will be 

interested in what's just "past due" (and technically still fine to eat). And, what should have been eaten 

days earlier before it spoiled. One reason people throw away food is that they might not understand 

that best-by dates on packages are suggestions. It is a problem that legislation introduced to Congress 

this year aims to address. The other represents a series of more complicated problems. One is our 

ability to match cooking goals with reality. Another is our tendency to over-order. 

  

Gunders is confident making one hypothesis. It is that people tend to underestimate how much food 

they're really throwing away. The average American household wastes about $2,000 worth of food 

each year. This is according to Jonathan Bloom's book, American Wasteland. But a survey conducted 

last year by the Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future found that 75 percent of Americans still think 

they waste less than the average American. 

  

"Everything points to the fact that people don't know how much they're wasting," says Gunders. 

  

On the commercial side, the project will work with several types of businesses. They include schools, 

sports arenas, restaurants and grocery stores. The project wants to estimate the food each sector 

tends to waste. Talking to businesses will help them decide whether those sandwiches in the dumpster 

were uneaten halves from customers. Those sandwiched can't be recovered. It could be that the 

sandwiches were shrink-wrapped extras from the refrigerator. Those could have been donated to a 

food bank. 

  

Each city will get a report. It will detail how much food wasted by businesses could instead be 

recovered to feed the hungry. And all this data will be made available for other cities interested in 

trimming their trash bills. Cities could use the data if they are interested in meeting their communities' 

needs with food that might have been tossed.  

  



"I expect," Gunders says, "it's a first step that people will build off of for years." 

 


