EPA Food Service
Pathway to less food
waste & better margins
There is compelling evidence of how much
hospitality and food service businesses can
improve their bottom line by minimising food
waste. Some savings come through lower
waste management costs, but the largest
savings come through reducing the raw
materials that end up as food waste.
Reducing this food waste is not just financially
rewarding, it has the added benefit of reducing
carbon emissions and contributes towards
addressing climate change.
Before you decide on any course of action,
you need to know what food waste is
coming out of your business, where
it is coming from and what causes
it to happen.

THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY PROGRAMME
The Driving Force for Ireland’s Move to a Circular Economy
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About the Pathway
Many businesses say that they “don’t waste
any food, so measuring would be a waste of
time”, but are then surprised once they start
measuring – it soon mounts up!
The four step Pathway aims to use information
you already have to first estimate your food
waste in a consistent manner. This will allow
you track your performance over time, to
compare your business with others in your
sector and identify how you can reduce food
waste and improve your bottom line.

STEP 2

Review and improve your data

STEP 1:

Make a start, gather basic food waste data
Get started by collecting some basic information about
waste being collected from your business. Ideally, every
food business would have at least 3 types of bins:
•	Food waste collection bin (brown bins: where you
would expect to find most of the food waste)
•	Mixed general waste (it is quite common for food
waste to end up in the general waste in food service
businesses)
•	Recycling bins (unfortunately some food waste can
find its way into the recyclable stream, particularly food
residues within discarded food packaging)
Having a dedicated food waste service is required by law
and, when used properly, provides you with accurate food
waste information and allows this food waste to be used
in a circular economy.
Collect your waste bills for the last year. Check these to see
if you are billed by lift or by weight. Food waste is usually
measured in tonnes so weight-based data is ideal. All
waste contractors now have on-board weighing systems,
so if you are paying by lift ask for your weight data for
each type of waste bin. You are entitled to this information
and it is far more accurate to use weight data than to
estimate your food waste from the number of bin lifts.
NOTE: in situations where there are shared or centralised
waste management services (e.g. contract caterer on a
business site, restaurant in a shared commercial building)
gathering these data may not be initially possible. Ideally
a separate collection, with dedicated waste reporting
for the food service activities, should be organised.
Otherwise, it will be necessary to do some form of
measurement of the waste generated in order to
track and monitor food waste volumes.
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{Source: EPA research report 262}

Once you have your annual waste bills it is time to collate
them for the whole year. Arrange them by date, for each
bin type, in a basic spreadsheet and then check for any
gaps in the bills you have. This might be due to missing
records, a switch-over between contractors or even
missed collections so you may need to get in touch with
your waste contractor to deal with any queries.
Often waste contractors can run an annual waste report
off their system for you (or have online billing facilities).
These can be an easy way to gather your annual waste
data.
Once you have these, add up the totals for each bin type
over the year and enter the results in our Touchstone
Report.
If you can only obtain records for the number of bin
uplifts, you will need to estimate the typical weight of
waste per uplift for each bin type. We have provided
rough estimates for the typical weights of different
bin types below. Please note that these are average
weights and you should always try and get weight
based information from your waste collector.

Food Waste

General Waste Recyclables

140 L

80 kgs

240 L

135 kgs

34 kgs

14 kgs

660 L

-

95 kgs

40 kgs

1100 L

-

154 kgs

66 kgs

These weights are averages and assume that bins are at
least 80% full. If you are paying by lift, ensure that your
bins are full when being collected – otherwise you will be
paying more than you need to.

STEP 4

Refine, update and continue

STEP 3

Establishing your food waste estimate
Using the information gathered in Step 2, it is now time to
estimate the total annual food waste quantities for each bin
type.
For food waste bins it is straightforward - we assume that all
contents are food waste.
However, for mixed waste and recycling bins, even where
businesses have food waste bins, significant volumes of food
waste still end up in the wrong bins.

Much of this initial work involves gathering the
information that you already have and reporting it in an
organised and consistent way. However, this should be
the start of a process that continues, refines and begins
to involve the whole team.
If you find food waste in your general waste and recycling
bins, then you can reduce costs quickly through better
segregation. This will also improve your food waste
estimates as more of the food waste is correctly placed in
the brown bin. This will also reduce your general waste
disposal costs and also benefit the environment.
Keep adding data to your internal waste records - if you
can improve your data during the year, then update your
food waste estimates as improved information becomes
available.

It has been found that food waste can account
for up to 50% of the mixed waste and 25%
of the recyclable wastes so these need to be
accounted for in the food waste estimate.
In order to do this you can:
•	Do your own assessment: though it takes a bit of time,
businesses who examine their wastes through an internal
waste assessment establish a full understanding of their
food waste and how their waste management systems are
working
•	Though not as accurate, an easier option is to do this
through visually checking your bins over a few weeks.
When doing this make sure to look at the internal bins
(to check for proper segregation at source) and also the
waste management area bins (to ensure that wastes
end up in the correct bins). Having done this, apply your
best estimate for the proportion of food waste found in
general waste and recycling bins.
•	As a last resort, you can use the default factors that have
been established from national studies of food service
mixed waste bins – these are included in the Touchstone
Report.
Once you have done this, record the total food waste for
each bin type, and the method used, in the Touchstone
Report Also include any other destinations for your food
such as:
• donations of food surplus to food charities
• food waste given to animals
• any on-site management (e.g. composting)

Review the quantities of food waste over time and
compare how these change in relation to business
activities and any actions that you take to reduce food
waste. Using these will help you monitor for waste
reduction and progress towards targets.
For more please visit Foodwastecharter.ie and fill out the
Food service Touchstone Report to get a compilation of
estimates on your waste in our easy to use spreadsheet.
No calculators needed!

Next steps:
Food waste has significant environmental implications
but, for your business, it can have a serious impact on your
margins. It has been found that over 60% of food coming
out of food service businesses is potentially avoidable
and the cost of this to your business is ~€3 per kg (this is
purchasing costs only).

ACROSS THE IRISH FOOD SERVICE SECTOR
APPROXIMATELY TWO-THIRDS OF FOOD
WASTE IS POTENTIALLY AVOIDABLE.
TOTAL FOOD WASTE EQUATES TO AN
ANNUAL COST WELL IN EXCESS OF

You can now use your initial food waste figure to estimate
the true cost of food waste for your business. Multiply
your annual tonnage by €3,000 and this will provide an
indicative cost of purchasing the avoidable fraction of your
food waste.

€300 MILLION FOR THE FOOD
SERVICE SECTOR AS A WHOLE.

For more information on food waste from different sectors see
the following resources on foodwastecharter.ie
Hotels-Daily Factsheet
Food Waste in Hotels - Daily Service
Factsheet

Full-Service-Restaurants
Food Waste in Full-Service
Restaurants Factsheet

REDUCING
COMMERCIAL
FOOD WASTE
IN IRELAND

REDUCING
COMMERCIAL
FOOD WASTE
IN IRELAND

In Ireland, it is estimated that 250,000 tonnesa of
food is wasted each year in the commercial sector
(the retail sector and all food service businesses).

The hotel sector is
responsible for 53,000
tonnesa of food waste,
costing the sector an
estimated €180 million
per annum.

In Ireland, it is estimated that 250,000 tonnesa of
food is wasted each year in the commercial sector
(the retail sector and all food service businesses).

Restaurants (both quick
service and full service)
are responsible for
40,000 tonnesa of food
waste, costing the sector
an estimated €115 million
per annum.

Hotels have the
highest rate of food
waste generation in
the Irish food service
industry compared
to restaurants and
canteens.

Hotels have to balance
the expectation that
cooked food is always
available to guests
while also trying to
keep waste and costs
down. Not an easy task!

Full-service restaurants
were found to have a
higher rate of food waste
generation compared
to quick-service
restaurants, but a lower
rate compared to hotels.

Reducing food
waste is an excellent
opportunity to
improve gross profit
and can be done
without affecting
customer experience.

Food Waste Benchmark:

Food Waste Benchmark:

Based on research carried out in
2016-2018, Irish hotels waste on average

Based on research carried out in 2016-2018,
Irish full-service restaurants waste on average

360 GRAMS OF FOOD WASTE
PER COVER*
This includes all food disposed, including:

PREPARATION WASTE

UNSERVED WASTE

263 GRAMS OF FOOD WASTE
PER COVER*

Use this figure
to compare your
performance to
other businesses
in Ireland.

PLATE WASTE

PREPARATION WASTE

Compare Your Business

UNSERVED WASTE

See how your business is performing by
calculating your food waste benchmark
and comparing it to the average for
full-service restaurants.

Total food waste
_____________
= Food Waste Per Cover Benchmark
Number of covers

Total food waste
_____________
= Food Waste Per Cover Benchmark
Number of covers

To calculate this value, divide the total
weight of food waste for a period of
time by the number of covers served
in that time.

* A cover constitutes a person served regardless as to whether it is a full meal or a smaller
item like a starter only.

* A cover constitutes a person served regardless as to whether it is a full meal or a smaller
item like a starter only.

Research

Research

Climate - Water - Sustainability

Climate - Water - Sustainability

Identifying pressures Informing Policy Developing Solutions

•

Identifying pressures Informing Policy Developing Solutions

•

•

Hotels-Function
Food Waste in Hotels - Functions
Factsheet

Less Food Waste More Profit

COMMERCIAL
FOOD WASTE
IN IRELAND

The hotel sector is
responsible for 53,000
tonnesa of food waste,
costing the sector an
estimated €180 million
per annum.

Hotels have the
highest rate of food
waste in the Irish
food service industry.
Hotel functions are
particularly high.

More often than not, function
numbers are known, but balancing
a good customer experience while
keeping waste and costs down
needs close attention. A good
experience doesn’t have to mean
lots of food waste.

LESS
FOOD
WASTE
MORE
PROFIT

Food Waste Benchmark:
Based on research carried out in 2016-2018, Irish hotel events and
functions waste on average

530 GRAMS OF FOOD WASTE
PER COVER*

Use this figure
to compare your
performance to
other businesses
in Ireland.

This includes all food disposed, including:

PREPARATION WASTE

UNSERVED WASTE

PLATE WASTE

Compare Your Business

To calculate this value, divide the total
weight of food waste for a period of
time by the number of covers served
in that time.

•

REDUCING

In Ireland, it is estimated that 250,000 tonnesa of
food is wasted each year in the commercial sector
(the retail sector and all food service businesses).

See how your business is performing by
calculating your food waste benchmark
and comparing it to the average for
hotel functions.

PLATE WASTE

Compare Your Business

See how your business is performing by
calculating your food waste benchmark
and comparing it to the average for
hotels.
To calculate this value, divide the total
weight of food waste for a period of
time by the number of covers served
in that time.

Use this figure
to compare your
performance to
other businesses
in Ireland.

This includes all food disposed, including:

FOOD WASTE REDUCTION IN THE
FOOD SERVICE INDUSTRY

Total food waste
_____________
= Food Waste Per Cover Benchmark
Number of covers
* A cover constitutes a person served at a function.

Research
Climate - Water - Sustainability
Identifying pressures Informing Policy Developing Solutions

•

•
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Company: Woodlands Hotel • Location: Adare

IRELAND

Temple Street cover all the angles
to reduce food waste
Company: Temple St. Children’s University Hospital • Location: Dublin

Summary

The family run, Fitzgerald’s Woodlands Hotel in Adare
County Limerick is a 3 star, 94 room hotel, with a leisure
centre, spa, and a busy conference and events centre
which caters for weddings and conferences. As part of
their work under the Green Hospitality Programme the
hotel decided to reduce food waste generated during
wedding events. A number of waste reduction options
were chosen which included:

Temple St. Children’s University Hospital
(CUH), established in 1872, is one of the
major Irish paediatric hospitals catering
for children from all over the country.

As a reflection of CUH’s continual work
on sustainability and environmental
issues they won the Green Awards Green
Healthcare Award in 2011 and 2012.

CUH initiated a Sustainable Waste
Management Programme in 2004
and has been actively implementing
waste, water and energy use reduction
measures since. The commitment and
support of the hospital’s executive has
been an important factor in the success
of the programme and the move to more
sustainable waste management.

This case study outlines the
improvements made by CUH during their
involvement in the Green Healthcare
Programme. These improvements are in
addition to those made by the hospital
before joining the programme. These
improvements have not only impacted
on the hospital’s sustainability but also
resulted in significant cost savings for the
hospital.

• Better portion control, when serving main courses
• Reducing waste trimmings on vegetables and meat
• Serving vegetables in large central dishes, rather than
serving individual portions
• Staff awareness raising and training on food waste
prevention

The main areas where improvements were made
included:
• Better potion control when serving main courses
• Reducing waste trimming on veg and meat
• Serving veg in large central dishes with refills on demand
• Staff awareness raising and training on food waste

It is estimated that every kilo of food waste costs a hotel
between €3 and €4 (based on purchase, storage, cooking,
serving and disposal).

BY APPLYING THESE OPTIONS FOOD WASTE
GENERATED PER PERSON SERVED WAS
REDUCED BY OVER 30%

Accordingly, the improvements made during this project
equated to a food saving of €0.75 per guest, which equates
to €15,000 for the year. With savings like this you’ll be
married to Food Waste Prevention!

Accordingly, the improvements made during this project
equate to a cost savings of €15,000 per year with no
investment required.

BENCHMARK:

FOOD WASTE PREVENTION AWARENESS IS
COMMON SENSE, BUT STAFF NEED TO BE
REMINDED OF IT ON A REGULAR BASIS.

Before  After 
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1

0.3

0.6

0.2

0.4

0.1

0.2
0
Starter

Main Course
Meat

Main Course
Vegetables

Dessert

Preperation

Total waste per
guest

0
Main Course
Meat

Main Course
Vegetables

Waste reduction per annum:

Estimated cost savings:

11 Tonnes

€4,800 to €18,500

Dessert

Preperation

Total waste per
guest

Company: Temple St. Children’s University Hospital • Location: Dublin

Unserved food
Timing of the preparation of hot food:
Previously the canteen prepared hot food right up until the end of lunch service (14:30),
to ensure that all options were available to customers. It was believed that any unserved food
could be reused at tea - when in reality it wasn’t. Now the canteen finishes cooking an hour
before the end of service, with customers encouraged to purchase the remaining food and
sandwiches. This has significantly reduced the quantity of unserved food waste generated.
Reuse of unserved food in vending machines:
Any suitable unserved food from lunch is plated into disposable containers and placed in a
refrigerated vending machine. Microwave ovens are provided in the area to heat up meals.
Even though the canteen is closed at tea the parents and staff can still have a hot meal or
cold salad, with the added benefit of using up the unserved food.

*

Uneaten plate waste:
Training of staff to offer the correct portion size to customers to reduce uneaten plate waste:
Staff were trained to recognise those customers that may require smaller or larger portion
sizes. Instead of automatically adding extra food to the plates staff now ask customers if
they would like more.

1.41 kg per in-patient bed day
1.03 kg per in-patient bed day (not taking into account the reduction in service) 24% reduction

*The provision of canteen services in the hospital has changed since the hospital joined the GHCP. Some of the reduction in the
quantity of food waste generated will be as a result of this reduced service. In the main the reductions are associated with the
improvements to the provision of food, particularly in the canteen.

Wards & Medical Areas:
Over ordering of food by the ward kitchens can be an
issue in every hospital. The catering department needs to
ensure that enough food is provided to feed the patients
actually eating, but not so much food that it ends up as
unserved food waste. Following the initial food survey the
catering department now requests all ward catering staff
to record the number of unserved food portions after
each meal. This information is then used to determine the
‘general number of portions’ of food required for each ward
for each meal.

0.5
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Pre GHCP:
Post GHCP:

Hospital Case Study

FOR

IRELAND

Like many of the facilities that participated in the GHCP, the hospital’s canteen was observed to be a significant
source of food waste. Both staff and the families of patients use the canteen. The hospital managed to reduce
the quantity of food waste generated, particularly unserved food waste, by implementing a number of measures,
as outlined below.

Food Waste

0.6

Food waste per cover (person served)

kgs

The Results
By applying these options, food waste generated per
person served was reduced by almost 37% in just 2
months. This is equivalent to a reduction of 5 tonnes of
food waste per annum. It is estimated that every tonne of
food waste costs businesses €3,000 (based on purchase,
storage, cooking, serving and disposal).

CHARTER
Canteen:

Summary

Food waste is a significant issue in Ireland – both for those
that are generating it (due to the costs involved) and for
the environment. Food waste that ends up in landfills rots
down to produce both gaseous and liquid pollutants that
can have significant impacts locally. The prevention of food
waste therefore has benefits for the producer, by saving
them money, and the local environment.
As part of the Green Hospitality Programme a hotel
decided to examine food waste generated during wedding
events. A series of surveys were conducted to get a
baseline figure of waste generated per person at such
events. As part of this process a number of improvement
options were identified. These were implemented and
2 months later a further series of food waste surveys
were conducted, in order to gauge the extent of the
improvements made. The following graph shows the
findings from the before and after series of surveys.
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Woodlands Hotel reduce food
waste by 37% in just two months
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Sector: Hotels • Location: Nationwide
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Food waste prevention could save
you up to €15,000 p/a
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Summary

Each day when the ward kitchens send their orders in,
they are checked against the ‘general number of portions’
required. If more portions are ordered than required the
main kitchen reduces the number of portions of food sent
to the ward accordingly. Ward kitchens very rarely ring
the catering department to ask for more food, indicating
enough food is being provided.

Changes that make a difference to families
not just patients

The main kitchen tries to ensure that ward kitchen staff
only order the food required, through regular training and
awareness programmes – including highlighting the cost of
food waste to the hospital.

Mealtime is an important break for staff, but even more
so for the families of patients, as it may be their only
chance to recharge their batteries. With this in mind
the hospital re-decorated the canteen with brighter
colours, improved the seating and reviewed the layout
of the vending machines. There was an unexpected
benefit from the improvement in the facilities – a visible
reduction in uneaten food left over on plates. It seems
customers are happy to spend more time in the canteen
eating their meal.

Liquid Waste
Liquid waste (tea, milk, etc.) was previously placed
into the food waste bin due to the positioning of
the tray clearing area. The catering staff now place
the liquid into a small container which is regularly
emptied into the kitchen sink. This change of
practice has reduced the number of food waste bins
to be managed by porters and to be emptied by the
contractor. As bins are charged per lift it has resulted
in significant savings.

THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY PROGRAMME

The Driving Force for Ireland’s Move to a Circular Economy

