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e ght aganst food waste
Mare Mourad and Ncolas Brcas

Food waste, though it must be fought, also serves social functions. It is important 
to put into perspective the responsibility of consumers seen as failing to manage 
their food waste adequately and to recognize that waste is above all the result of 
overproduction that has ultimately led to food being devalued.

Human socetes have oen had to save and protect ther resources when they 
were scarce and there was a rsk of shortage (Jarrge and Le Roux, 2020). In 
farmng, ths has nvolved preventng ‘losses’ caused by clmate hazards, anmals 
(rodents, nsects, brds) and mcroorgansms that degrade food (such as mould). 
ese losses receved consderable nternatonal attenton n the 1960s and 
1970s, as the quanttes of food produced dd not seem to be, or rsked not beng, 
sucent to meet populatons’ needs. Much eort thus went nto ghtng plant 
dseases and pests as well as reducng post-harvest losses, partcularly n countres 
where ncreasng food avalablty was a strategc prorty for food securty.

A seemngly consensual cause

Snce the 1980s, as a result of the ndustralzaton of food systems, global food 
avalablty has ncreased sgncantly. e world has shed from a state of relatve 
food scarcty to a stuaton of overproducton, whch has gone hand n hand wth a 
rse n waste. In ther report for the FAO, Gustavsson et al. (2011) argued that almost 
a thrd of global food producton s lost or wasted. In France, a study conducted 
for the Natonal Agency for Ecologcal Transton (Ademe) n 2016 estmated that 
10 mllon tonnes of food are dverted from human consumpton each year, worth 
€16 bllon. s contrbutes to clmate change, accountng for 3 per cent of natonal 
greenhouse gas emssons (Income Consultng and AK2C, 2016).
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e dentons of loss and waste do however der dependng on the authors 
and the scope or nature of the surpluses studed. Based on a comprehensve 
revew of the lterature, the HLPE1 denes food ‘loss’ as a reducton, at any 
stage of the food supply chan pror to consumpton, n the mass of foodstus 
orgnally ntended for human consumpton, rrespectve of the cause. e 
organzaton denes food ‘waste’ as food t for human consumpton that s 
dscarded or spoled at the consumpton stage, rrespectve of the cause (HLPE, 
2014). e FAO (2019), for ts part, denes ‘losses’ as the decrease n the quantty 
or qualty of food resultng from decsons and actons taken by food producers 
and supplers, and ‘waste’ as the product of decsons and actons taken by 
retalers, food servce provders and consumers. In both dentons, losses tend 
to occur upstream and waste downstream n food supply chans.

Whle food loss has been less promnent on the poltcal agenda snce the 
1980s and the topc of waste s stll emergng, the two ssues have reganed 
promnence snce the late 2000s. Frst, the surges n nternatonal prces n 2008 
and then 2011 revved the productvst goal of doublng, or greatly ncreasng, 
food producton to meet the challenge of feedng the world’s populaton, 
whch s set to reach 9  to 10 bllon people by 2050 (Brcas and Davron, 
2008). Combatng food losses and waste has also been presented as a way to 
ncrease food avalablty. Second, the rse n envronmental awareness has 
contrbuted to makng ths problem – whch places unnecessary pressure on 
non-renewable resources and causes envronmental degradaton (Chapter 7) – a 
prorty on poltcal agendas. Snce t supports food securty and the reducton 
of envronmental mpacts, the ght aganst food loss and waste s seen as a moral 
duty (FAO, 2015). In 2020, Unted Natons Secretary-General Antóno Guterres 
descrbed food waste as an ‘ethcal outrage’.2 s ght s an ‘uncontested’ cause 
– one that can only gve rse to consensus, whch no ndvdual or organzaton 
publcly opposes (Juhem, 2001). eren les one of the strengths of ths ssue, 
whch partly explans why t has prevaled on the nternatonal agenda.

At a natonal level, the ght aganst food loss and waste s also a non-
partsan and essentally consensual cause, whch poltcal actors can take up to 
address socal concerns (the ght aganst food nsecurty) and envronmental 
commtments (resource preservaton, mpact reducton) smultaneously. As 
ths cause can easly be lnked to sustanable development goals, supportng 

1 Hgh Level Panel of Experts on Food Securty and Nutrton of the Commttee on World Food 
Securty.

2 Accordng to a tweet by Antóno Guterres on the occason of the Frst Internatonal Day of 
Awareness for Food Loss and Waste on 29 September 2020.
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t s poltcally advantageous. In France, ths s exempled by the Garot law 
of 2016, whch requred large supermarkets to gve any unsold food to non-
prot organzatons (Chapter 15), and the 2017–20 Natonal Pact aganst Food 
Waste, sgned by multple publc, prvate and non-prot actors. As t s currently 
approached, however, the ght aganst food waste rsks focusng polcy and 
reforms on strateges to address the consequences and symptoms of waste, 
wthout elmnatng ts causes.

e socal and cultural functon of food

Although human socetes save and protect ther resources, they also waste some 
of them, even n stuatons of relatve scarcty. Wastage s a way to create temporary 
or permanent abundance and consume wthout (over)montorng. Festvtes 
and ceremones are opportuntes to stage such abundance: for weddng meals, 
funerals, and banquets, people prepare more food than necessary. s waste – f 
t can stll be called waste – s not the product of poor management. It s socally 
accepted, even sought aer, as food plays more than a nutrtonal role; t also 
serves a socal and cultural functon.

Wastng s n fact a sgn of ‘beng able to aord’ to plan for more than the 
careful management of our prmary needs. Franços Jarrge and omas Le 
Roux (2020) descrbe waste as a ‘manfestaton of freedom and abundance’. 
Acqurng or accumulatng more food than we need to meet our nutrtonal 
needs means leavng room for enhanced well-beng. It means lghtenng our 
mental load by avodng the need to manage supples as tghtly as possble, 
havng the opportunty to choose between several types of food or to wat untl 
the last mnute to decde what to eat, beng able to host unexpected guests, tryng 
new foods wthout beng sure they wll be lked or protectng ourselves from a 
health rsk. e pursut of such a ‘possblty of consumpton’ s not specc to 
food. Over the course of our lves, we acqure or wsh to acqure many thngs 
that we may not consume, such as clothes that we wll rarely, f ever, wear and 
books that we wll never nsh.

Beng wealthy makes t easer to ncrease one’s possbltes of consumpton. 
Seekng to create a sense of abundance, f only for a moment or a partcular 
event, s a way of freeng oneself from the daly and burdensome constrants 
of managng scarcty. In partcular, ths explans the lkely dsconnect between 
people n precarous stuatons and well-meanng volunteers seekng to help 
them, who nd t dcult to understand why these ndvduals would rather 
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buy a very expensve moble phone than feed ther famles better. Acqurng 
consumer goods s a way to pamper oneself, to boost one’s self-esteem or to gan 
socal status. ese goods therefore play a fundamental role, as has long been 
shown by soco-economsts, guded by orsten Veblen (1899) and hs concept 
of ‘conspcuous consumpton’.

s perspectve questons the prortzaton of consumpton objects based on 
the needs they full. Accordng to Abraham Maslow (1943) and the herarchy 
of needs he descrbed, any consumpton that fulls secondary or hgher needs 
whle basc needs are not fully met consttutes a form of waste. s mples that 
acqurng works of art, spendng tme decoratng or wearng jewellery amounts 
to msmanagng resources. Yet all socetes, even wth modest resources, engage 
n such actvtes. s observaton has led to crtcsm and relatvzaton of 
Maslow’s herarchy of needs. Nevertheless,  the latter stll sgncantly nforms 
value judgements about poor people, who oen contnue to be stgmatzed as not 
knowng how to manage ther money properly. Wth regard to food, ths entals 
consderng foods that provde the most mportant nutrents at the lowest cost 
as fundamental and those that buld bonds of belongng, brng pleasure or allow 
one to be well regarded by others as secondary. Yet even n stuatons of hardshp, 
the pursut of food that fosters socal tes, provdes recognton and s a source 
of pleasure for the taste buds and for the eyes s not a superuous eort that s 
‘wasted’ at the expense of ‘basc needs’.

e causes of food waste therefore do not really le n rratonal decson-
makng by consumers who do not know how to adjust ther consumpton to 
ther basc needs. e ssue s not so much the exstence of food waste as ts 
current scale. e drop n food spendng as a share of households’ budgets 
(especally wealther ones), due to food overproducton, has facltated and 
generalzed wasteful practces that prevously remaned exceptonal, especally 
n tmes of lesser abundance. s overproducton exceeds socetes’ need to 
protect themselves from the rsk of food shortages. It has led to a declne n the 
economc and symbolc value of food, whch has become a mere commodty.

Consumers’ responsblty?

e ght aganst waste has so far largely nvolved callng on consumers to better 
manage ther purchases and supples. ere has been a prolferaton of meda 
artcles and awareness campagns explanng how to avod waste. Non-prots have 
organzed the collecton of unsold goods and shared ways of reusng them. Dgtal 
apps have been developed to help consumers manage ther food supples. Puttng 
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the onus on consumers n ths way algns wth the nterests of food ndustry 
actors, who keep seekng to ncrease ther sales. ey do so usng advertsng and 
promotonal oers. Consumers end up havng to deal wth waste at home that 
was n fact generated by the overabundant supply from the agr-food ndustry and 
mass retal. In rch countres, where food consumpton s relatvely saturated (.e. 
supply exceeds demand), the market for ‘possbltes of consumpton’ remans a 
source of economc growth.

In France, food manufacturng and retal busnesses have n the past drawn 
on quanttatve data to push responsblty for waste onto consumers, as a way 
to avod crtcsm. For example, n 2013, the Natonal Assocaton of Agr-Food 
Industres stated on ts webste that households accounted for 67 per cent of food 
waste, whle the agr-food ndustres produced only 2 per cent. Argung that 
companes had no economc nterest n generatng waste n ther producton or 
dstrbuton processes, t shed responsblty to the last lnk n the chan – the 
consumer. Yet the responsblty of each actor n the food supply chan cannot 
smply be measured as the share of total waste that they drectly throw away. For 
example, a retaler – a supply chan actor n a poston of strength – that returns 
an unwanted order to a suppler or that donates ts unsold products to non-prot 
food assstance organzatons at the last moment (and receves a tax rebate for 
t) generates lttle waste tself but transfers the waste upstream and downstream 
of ts actvty.

Are redstrbuton and recyclng real solutons?

In France, the actors nvolved n the Natonal Pact aganst Food Waste have 
nsttutonalzed and formalzed a ‘herarchy of uses for surplus food’. s 
herarchy s nherted from European regulatons on waste and recommends 
rst reducng waste ‘at the source’ across all stages of the food supply chan and 
then reusng surpluses. Reuse should prortze feedng humans (manly through 
redstrbuton to food assstance non-prots), followed by feedng anmals and 
lastly recyclng. s mples repurposng surpluses to create organc matter 
and energy, namely through compostng and bogas producton. Food ndustry 
and dstrbuton companes, as well as non-prots workng wth vulnerable 
populatons, have lnked ther actons to combat waste to ths herarchy, whch 
both benets them nancally and enhances ther mage.

Frst, ndustral actors have worked on optmzng ther food producton, 
manufacturng, storage, packagng and transportaton processes to mnmze the 
losses as much as possble. Such developments were partcularly recommended 



Te Ecology of Food174

n  countres where the nfrastructure made t dcult to always ensure the 
santary qualty of products (Gustavsson et al., 2011). In ndustralzed countres 
such as France, ths form of waste preventon s drven by a ‘manageral’ approach, 
seekng economc ecency throughout the food supply chan. It s based on 
techncal and logstcal adaptatons, such as ‘smart’ packagng that ncorporates 
electronc chps to mprove ow and temperature management.

Another opton to combat food waste s reusng food surpluses to feed 
vulnerable populatons through food assstance. s actvty s not new and has 
evolved snce t was rst nsttutonalzed (Schneder, 2011). From the creaton of 
the Fund for European Ad to the Most Deprved (FEAD) n 1987, agrcultural 
nterventon stocks (bought back from farmers to support prces) were 
redstrbuted to food ad non-prots. s mechansm was guded by the dea of 
a wn–wn process, matchng unused supply wth unmet demand: redstrbutng 
(over)producton stablzes both the quanttes present on natonal markets and 
food prces whle also contrbutng to the food securty of vulnerable populatons. 
In France, food assstance was thus coupled wth agrcultural surplus management 
polces. Non-prots ghtng food nsecurty also receve donatons from food 
processng and dstrbuton companes, whch n return benet from partcularly 
hgh tax rebates n France. Even though the benets for people who use food ad 
are debatable (Chapter 15), prvate actors receve not only socal recognton but 
also nancal support from the state. s rases a queston: f producng surplus 
food has become morally and nancally protable, how can we encourage the 
most reasonable management of producton and stock?

e bottom level of the surplus food herarchy of uses s the transformaton of 
human food surpluses and waste nto anmal feed, compost or energy. e wasted 
products thus become raw materals for new ndustres and new markets. Yet 
feedng uneaten, cooked ready-made meals to anmals nstead of raw products, 
for example, s n fact a form of waste. Lkewse, uses that nvolve processng 
and transportng surpluses across long dstances, partcularly n the case of 
large-scale bogas producton or compostng nfrastructure, are more costly 
envronmentally. Furthermore, n order to make such nfrastructure protable 
and legtmze ts exstence, the actors developng these solutons have an nterest 
n mantanng food surpluses rather than reducng them at the source.

A problem of overproducton

ese derent solutons, wdely promoted n France by corporate socal 
responsblty (CSR) departments, non-prots ghtng food nsecurty and new 
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entrepreneurs nvolved n reuse or recyclng, do not allow for the preventon 
of food waste n the long term. Whle they manage exstng surpluses, very few 
structurally challenge the power relatons, organzatons and practces at the root 
of these surpluses (Mourad, 2016). On the contrary, redstrbuton and recyclng 
solutons may even be favoured over reducton at the source, snce they generate 
vsble, concrete and measurable results (such as tonnes of waste avoded or the 
number of meals served to dsadvantaged populatons) to meet publc polcy 
objectves or CSR commtments. Preventon mechansms, on the other hand, 
struggle to measure ‘the absence of somethng’ (Mourad, 2018). Each actor s 
ultmately free to algn ts actons aganst food waste wth the recommendatons 
stemmng from the herarchy of uses of food surpluses, and to derve nancal, 
mage or legtmacy benets from them. s comes at the expense of structural 
change n the functonng of captalst forms of organzaton (Boltansk and 
Chapello, 2005).

e way n whch these food system actors have engaged n mult-stakeholder 
ntatves to combat waste (such as the Natonal Pact) has nuenced the 
nsttutonalzaton of the subject. rough the weght of ther nterests n 
negotatons, some actors are able to drectly or ndrectly block pathways  to 
preventng losses and waste at the source. Such pathways nclude ghtng the 
overexplotaton of natural resources n farmng, challengng certan promotonal 
oer practces n retal or even ntatng a movement towards decreasng 
consumpton. e ght aganst food waste n France dd of course gve rse to 
welcome (and even necessary) changes n the 2010s: the Garot law, the Natonal Pact 
aganst Food Waste and, more recently, the law regulatng relatonshps between 
food manufacturers, dstrbutors and farmers (Egalm Law). ese measures 
have had tangble results, nsofar as the quanttes of food thrown away seem to 
have decreased. However, changes to combat food waste must go further and be 
ntegrated nto a comprehensve food system reform to avod food overproducton.

Concluson

Combatng surplus producton s a twofold challenge. Frst, t nvolves 
avodng the unnecessary explotaton of natural resources and reducng the 
polluton assocated wth overproducton. Second, t requres a reducton of 
overconsumpton, whch leads to health problems and obesty. Whle better 
control of one’s consumpton allows eaters, on an ndvdual level, to take 
ther share of responsblty for reducng waste and to rethnk the socal and 
envronmental value of food, ths n no way means that ndvduals should be 
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responsble for brngng about major change alone. In ths sense, framng the 
problem n terms of overproducton – of whch food waste s a consequence – 
would allow for a more balanced dstrbuton of responsbltes between the 
actors (Chapter 18).

s chapter draws heavly on Ncolas Brcas’s opnon pece ‘Pourquo 
faudrat-l lutter contre le gaspllage almentare?’ (2018), publshed on the 
webste of the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems, and Mare Mourad’s 
PhD research, publshed as ‘De la poubelle à l’assette: contre le gaspllage 
almentare. Dx ans de lutte en France et aux États-Uns’ (2022).

e authors would lke to thank Mare Walser for the synthess of ther 
works, whch provded the ntal framework for ths chapter, and Damen 
Conaré and Mathlde Coudray for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther 
suggested mprovements.
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