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Food Waste Reduction – EU-funded projects call for ambitious set of reduction 

targets for EU Member States and policy consistency across the EU 

 

On 5th July 2023, the EC published a proposal to revise the Waste Framework Directive (WFD), together 

with several reports including an Inception Impact Assessment. In the new proposal, the EC examined 

policy options to set legally binding EU-level targets for food waste reduction, as called for by the EU 

Farm to Fork Strategy. 

In acknowledgment of the alarming levels of food waste in the European Union, a set of EU-funded 

Research and Innovation projects, tasked to support sustainability building and reduce food waste, ad-

vocate for a more ambitious and comprehensive approach to tackle this pressing issue. 

Background – Policies and 

actions at the EU level 
The 12.3 SDG objective to address Food Loss 

and Waste (FLW) has been taken on board by 

strategic communications from the European 

Commission (EC), namely with its 2018 Bioe-

conomy Strategy. This political pledge to act 

was further recalled in later key communica-

tions; the European Green Deal (EGD) in De-

cember 2019 and, more explicitly, the Farm to 

Fork (F2F) Strategy published in May 2020. 

An action point from the F2F Strategy (already 

hinted in the new Circular Economy Action 

Plan published in March 2020), underlined the 

Commission’s will to propose a new revision of 

the WFD (Directive 2008/98/EC) in 2023 and 

introduce Food Waste (FW) reduction targets. 

This Directive had already established an an-

nual reporting obligation on FW generation as 

of reference year 2020 (data collection is reg-

ulated by the Delegated Decision and the Im-

plementing Decision on FW), and its 2018 re-

vision had already laid down specific obliga-

tions for Member States (MS)  regarding FW  

prevention (i.e., the adoption of national FW 

prevention programmes, and monitoring and 

reporting on  FW amounts). The first reference 

year for obligatory reporting is 2020, to be re-

ported in 2022. Collection of FW data on a vol-

untary basis had already started through Eu-

rostat in 2020 (reference year 2018), while Eu-

rostat and the Directorate-General for Health 

and Food Safety (DG SANTE) of the European 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/edace3e3-e189-11e8-b690-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-149755478
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/edace3e3-e189-11e8-b690-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-149755478
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1576150542719&uri=COM%3A2019%3A640%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0381
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0381
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1583933814386&uri=COM:2020:98:FIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1583933814386&uri=COM:2020:98:FIN
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/342366/351811/Guidance+on+food+waste+reporting/5581b0a2-b09e-adc0-4e0a-b20062dfe564
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/342366/351811/Guidance+on+food+waste+reporting/5581b0a2-b09e-adc0-4e0a-b20062dfe564
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32018L0851&from=FR
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32018L0851&from=FR
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Commission have also called for FW data in 

2021 (for reference year 2019).  

The 2023 WFD revision 
On  5th July 2023, the EC  published a proposal 

to revise the WFD, together with several re-

ports including its long-awaited Inception Im-

pact Assessment.  The objectives of the revi-

sion were to limit waste generation, improve 

re-use, and improve the cost-effectiveness in 

preparing waste for re-use and quality recy-

cling. In the new proposal (art. 9a), the EC ex-

amined policy options to set legally binding 

EU-level targets for FW reduction and defined 

a preferred option (Option 2, see table 1 be-

low). 

 

 
Table 1 FW reduction targets options considered by the EC (Source: Executive Summary of Inception Impact Assessment, 2023.) 

Setting new legally binding targets for MS 

to reduce FW represents an advancement 

towards effective FW prevention. Nonethe-

less, the level of the targets expressed in the 

EC preferred option would prevent the EU 

from meeting its climate objectives (i.e. objec-

tives set in the Farm to Fork Strategy) and ful-

filling international commitments (in particu-

lar, Sustainable Development Goal 12.3 aims 

to “halve per capita global FW at the retail and 

consumer levels and reduce food losses along 

production and supply chains, including post-

harvest losses.”).  

Furthermore, this EC proposal is in fact under-

mining the current directive, as the following 

text was deleted from Article 9.1:   

‘(g) reduce the generation of FW in primary 

production, in processing and manufacturing, 

in retail and other distribution of food, in res-

taurants and food services as well as in house-

holds as a contribution to the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goal to reduce by 

50 % the per capita global FW at the retail 

and consumer levels and to reduce food 

losses along production and supply chains by 

2030’.  

Such provisions at least made an explicit refer-

ence to the 50% target at retail and consumer 

level.  

The EU commitment to reduce FW must 

therefore be taken further by instituting and 

achieving comprehensive FW reduction goals 

of 50% throughout the entire supply chain, in-

cluding primary production and thus extend-

ing beyond manufacturing, processing, retail, 

and consumer levels. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/342366/351811/Guidance+on+food+waste+reporting/5581b0a2-b09e-adc0-4e0a-b20062dfe564
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/publications/proposal-targeted-revision-waste-framework-directive_en
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/publications/proposal-targeted-revision-waste-framework-directive_en
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-07/EXECUTIVE%20SUMMARY%20OF%20THE%20IMPACT%20ASSESSMENT%20REPORT_SWD_2023_422.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0381
https://champions123.org/target-123
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Ambitious reduction tar-

gets are direly needed 
At a time when FW in the EU has reached rec-

ord levels, efforts to introduce mandatory FW 

reduction targets as part of the targeted revi-

sion of the WFD are very welcome.   

“Unless we act now, the 2030 Agenda will be-

come an epitaph for a world that might have 

been”: such were the words of António Gu-

terres, Secretary-General of the United Na-

tions (UN), echoed in the latest Special edition 

of the Sustainable Development Goals Report 

2023, and repeated on several occasions by 

both the European Parliament and Civil soci-

ety organisations. 

 
1 The EU delegated decision on food waste measurement currently 

states that food waste excludes “plants prior to harvesting” under Ar-

ticle 2 of Regulation (EC) 178/2002 and “natural non-hazardous agri-

cultural or forestry material used in farming […] which does not harm 

the environment” under Article 2(1)(f) of Directive 2008/98/EC. On the 

contrary, Champions 12.3’s recommends that food waste measure-

ment begins “from the point that crops and livestock are ready for har-

vest or slaughter through to the point that they are ready to be ingested 

by people”. The exact share of waste on farms is difficult to precisely 

estimate as the scope of the measurement methodology within the 

Waste Framework Directive (WFD) does not cover “harvest food 

waste” - edible food that is mature and ready for harvest but wasted 

at the harvest stage by being ploughed back in or left to rot, and this 

is therefore not reported at primary production level. See this policy 

brief on EU food waste measurement methodology, 2019. 

In 2021, although 828 million people were fac-

ing hunger at a global level, 13.2% of the 

world’s food was lost after harvest, along the 

supply chain from farm to consumer. As for 

the EU, as acknowledged by Eurostat in late 

2022, in baseline year 2020 (fig.1), around 131 

kilogrammes (kg) of FW per inhabitant were 

generated in the EU, and this amount is likely 

to be underestimated1. The UN report recalled 

how far the world still is from its target of sub-

stantially reducing post-harvest FW by 2030.   

Tackling FLW is therefore urgent and requires 

specific policies, informed by accurate data 

obtained through harmonised measurement 

methodologies, as well as investments in in-

novation (both technological and non-techno-

logical), logistics, education, control, and 

Figure 1 - FW estimations in the EU (2020). Source: Eurostat (env_wasfw). 

https://environment.ec.europa.eu/publications/proposal-targeted-revision-waste-framework-directive_en
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/publications/proposal-targeted-revision-waste-framework-directive_en
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52017IP0207
https://feedbackglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Statement-on-EU-legally-binding-targets-to-reduce-food-waste-Feb-2023.pdf
https://feedbackglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Statement-on-EU-legally-binding-targets-to-reduce-food-waste-Feb-2023.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/2122-Reducing-food-waste-method-for-measuring-waste-quantities_en
https://www.safefoodadvocacy.eu/oldsite/www.safefoodadvocacy.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/2019_03_Feedback-and-SAFE-policy-brief-EU-food-waste-methodology.pdf
https://www.safefoodadvocacy.eu/oldsite/www.safefoodadvocacy.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/2019_03_Feedback-and-SAFE-policy-brief-EU-food-waste-methodology.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Food_waste_and_food_waste_prevention_-_estimates
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Food_waste_and_food_waste_prevention_-_estimates
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monitoring; but none of this will be effective 

without clear and ambitious targets.  

The EC’s own Inception Impact Assessment 

demonstrates how targets bearing a higher 

level of ambition perform better in reducing 

food waste quantities (e.g.: fig.2, fig.3) and cli-

mate change impact of food waste generation 

(e.g.: fig.4). However, since the EC’s third op-

tion (i.e., the most ambitious) does not con-

sider setting a 50% reduction target beyond 

the consumption and retail stages, the burden 

of change falls mostly upon households, and 

the share of contributions to FW reduction of 

earlier stages in the food value chain (primary 

production, processing, manufacturing 

stages) appears significantly low in the Impact 

assessment.  

For these reasons, the EU should set targets 

aimed at halving (50% reduction) FW by 

2030 across the whole food supply chain. 

This is on one hand to meet to meet its in-

ternational (SDG 12.3) and own (the EGD 

and F2F Strategy, among others2) commit-

ments, and on the other to guarantee that 

the responsibility for change is equitably 

distributed across all food chain actors.  

 

Figure 2 Total EU27 food waste quantities in the three options (Source: Annex 11 of EC Inception Impact Assessment of setting mandatory Food Waste 
reduction targets, 2023.) 

 
2 For instance, as far as legal instruments are concerned, the 2018 re-

vised Waste Framework Directive also stated that “In order to contri-

bute and ensure to be on track towards the attainment of the UN Sus-

tainable Development Goal, MS should aim to achieve an indicative 

Union-wide food waste reduction target of 30 % by 2025 and 50 % by 

2030.” 

https://environment.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-07/IMPACT%20ASSESSMENT%20REPORT_SWD_2023_421_part4.pdf
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-07/IMPACT%20ASSESSMENT%20REPORT_SWD_2023_421_part4.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32018L0851
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32018L0851
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Figure 3 Deviations in EU27 food waste quantities at the industry and consumption stages (Source: Annex 11 of EC Inception Impact Assessment of set-
ting mandatory Food Waste reduction targets, 2023.) 

 

Figure 4 Relative differences in climate change impact between all EC policy options (Source: Annex 11 of EC Inception Impact Assessment of setting 
mandatory Food Waste reduction targets, 2023.) 

 

 

Measuring, monitoring 

and acting across the 

whole food supply chain 
The EC did not include the possibility of ex-

tending the scope the WFD to cover food loss 

in primary production, i.e., food lost before, 

during or soon after harvest. Although the EC 

admitted that this would allow setting up re-

duction targets that would also address food 

lost (or even wasted) in farms, the EC argues 

that this cannot be done because it would re-

quire a new set of regulations for farmers as a 

consequence of applying new waste manage-

ment rules on biomass from primary produc-

tion; and that available data at primary pro-

duction are specific and scarce.  

https://environment.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-07/IMPACT%20ASSESSMENT%20REPORT_SWD_2023_421_part4.pdf
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-07/IMPACT%20ASSESSMENT%20REPORT_SWD_2023_421_part4.pdf
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-07/IMPACT%20ASSESSMENT%20REPORT_SWD_2023_421_part4.pdf
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-07/IMPACT%20ASSESSMENT%20REPORT_SWD_2023_421_part4.pdf
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The EU and the EC have a great opportunity 

with the upcoming flagship Legislative Frame-

work for Sustainable Food Systems to intro-

duce principles and requirements for sustaina-

bility and FW prevention/reduction which 

would enable the transformation of existing 

legislation including, but not limited to, the 

Common Agricultural Policy.  

A successful key policy approach towards sus-

tainable food systems also means raising con-

sumers, food business operators (FBO) and 

policymakers’ awareness about the true cost 

of food (including its social, health and envi-

ronmental impacts), within currently unsus-

tainable food systems, as well as incorporat-

ing FLW reduction objectives into any piece of 

legislation or policy aimed to building sustain-

able food systems. 

To put in place effective conditions of FLW 

prevention and thus reduction, consider intro-

ducing reward mechanisms for front-runners 

in FLW reduction and, eventually, coercive 

mechanisms penalising waste producers (‘pol-

luter pays’ schemes) and very slow performers 

should be considered.  

However, more data and more accurate and 

harmonised measurements of FLW  are in-

deed still needed, even though the 2020 base-

line measurement (and the 2021 estimates) 

have already shed some new light on the situ-

ation. This would namely increase attention to 

FW  occurring at the primary production level 

and the early stages of the supply chain, as it 

must be noted that the scale of pre-retail/pri-

mary production waste in Europe remains 

substantial in existing estimates. It is, for in-

stance, estimated that about at least 15% of 

global FW occurs at the farm stage, and these 

numbers are likely to be optimistic – thus 

there is indeed a great need for mandatory 

measurements and harmonised methodolo-

gies for these stages as well. Such a call is 

backed by Champions 12.3, an international 

coalition of executives from governments, 

businesses, and civil society leading global FW 

action, that has recommended states to inter-

pret SDG 12.3 target as a 50% reduction in all 

FLW from farm to fork, including “food losses” 

(i.e. pre-retail FW), not just FW at the re-

tail/consumer-level – thus calling for primary 

production FLW to be monitored, measured 

consistently, and (at least) on the agenda dur-

ing policy-making processes. 

For all these reasons, the EU should not limit 

its intervention to the manufacturing, pro-

cessing, retail, and consumption stages, but 

extend reduction targets to the whole sup-

ply chain, with harmonised and clear meas-

urement methodologies allowing for com-

parable data across sectors, countries3 and 

baselines.  

 

 
3  This would be necessary to not penalise front-running countries, 

which express targets as a maximum of "kg/capita" per year along 

with the overall percentages (%) of FW reduction can be considered, 

to ensure fairness and equity for all EU MSs, regardless of the current 

level of reduction achieved by each of them. 

 

https://food.ec.europa.eu/horizontal-topics/farm-fork-strategy/legislative-framework_en
https://food.ec.europa.eu/horizontal-topics/farm-fork-strategy/legislative-framework_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/common-agricultural-policy/cap-overview/cap-glance_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Food_waste_and_food_waste_prevention_-_estimates#Data_interpretation
https://wwfint.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_uk__driven_to_waste___the_global_impact_of_food_loss_and_waste_on_farms.pdf
https://wwfint.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_uk__driven_to_waste___the_global_impact_of_food_loss_and_waste_on_farms.pdf
https://champions123.org/sites/default/files/2020-09/champions-12-3-guidance-on-interpreting-sdg-target-12-3.pdf
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Conclusions 

FLW is an issue of importance to global food security and good environmental governance. Fac-

ing the lack of comprehensive data on FW at the European Union level, the EC has, for some 

time, started a process to assess what the impact of FLW is and what are the best actions to 

reduce it. Around 8-10% of global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are associated with food 

that is not consumed (UNEP, 2021). Reducing FW at the retail, food service and household levels 

can provide multi-faceted benefits for both people and the planet. However, the true scale of 

FW and its impacts have not been well understood until now. 

Therefore, the project signatories call upon policymakers to take ambitious and comprehensive 

action to address the pressing issue of FLW. The establishment of 50% reduction targets 

throughout the entire food value chain, including primary production, the adoption of uni-

form measurement methodologies, and alignment with other initiatives are critical steps to-

wards building a more sustainable and responsible food system.  

By engaging in such actions, the EU can demonstrate its steadfast dedication and commitment 

to attaining global sustainability objectives and fulfilling the pledges of the SDGs and the F2F 

Strategy. 

 The moment for decisive measures is now, and through decisive and resolute actions, the EU 

institutions can establish a fresh benchmark for reduce and minimise FW reduction and pave the 

way towards a greener, more conscious, and socially accountable future. 
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About the projects

 

Agro2Circular – Territorial Circular Systemic solution for 

the Upcycling of residues from the Agrifood sector 

Website: https://agro2circular.eu/ 

Social media accounts: X.com - Linkedin - Youtube 

Contact email: sofiamartinez@ctnc.es 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 

2020 programme under grant agreement No 101036838. 

 

 

ClieNFarms – Climate Neutral Farms 

Website: https://clienfarms.eu/  

Social media accounts: X.com – Linkedin – facebook - 

Youtube 

Contact email: clienfarms@gmail.com 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 

2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No 

101036822. 

 

 

ENOUGH – European Food Chain Supply to Reduce GHG 

Emissions by 2050 

Website: https://enough-emissions.eu 

Social media accounts: https://www.linkedin.com/com-

pany/euenoughproject/ 

Contact email: kristina.widell@sintef.no 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 

2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No 

101036588. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PestNu – Field -testing and demonstration of digital and 

space based technologies with agro-ecological and or-

ganic practices in systemic innovation 

Website: https://pestnu.eu/  

Social media accounts: Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, 

YouTube 

Contact email: riapechl@iti.gr, hanna.zamer-

nik@global2000.at, felix.steinhardt@global2000.at  

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 

2020 programme under grant agreement No 101037128. 

 

 

SISTERS – Systemic Innovations for a SusTainable reduc-

tion of the EuRopean food waStage 

Website: https://sistersproject.eu 

Social media accounts: X.com – LinkedIn - Facebook - Insta-

gram - YouTube 

Contact email: safeoffice@safefoodadvocacy.eu 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s European 

Union’s Horizon 2020 programme under grant agreement No 101037796. 

 

 

ZEROW – Systemic Innovations Towards a Zero Food 

Waste Supply Chain 

Website: https://www.zerow-project.eu/ 

Social media accounts: X.com – Linkedin 

Contact email: communications@safefoodadvocacy.eu 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 

2020 programme under grant agreement No 101036388.

 

The content of this document reflects only the view of its authors. Neither the European Commission nor REA are responsible for any use that may be made of the 

information it contains. 

 

https://agro2circular.eu/
https://twitter.com/Agro2Circular
https://www.linkedin.com/company/agro2circular/
https://www.youtube.com/@Agro2Circular_EU
mailto:sofiamartinez@ctnc.es
https://clienfarms.eu/
https://twitter.com/ClieNFarms
https://www.linkedin.com/company/clienfarms/
https://www.facebook.com/clieNFarms
https://www.youtube.com/@clienfarms2778/featured
mailto:clienfarms@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/euenoughproject/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/euenoughproject/
mailto:kristina.widell@sintef.no
https://pestnu.eu/
https://www.facebook.com/PestNu/
https://twitter.com/PestNu_
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/pestnu_pestnu-eufunded-h2020-activity-7090717018722615296-_HrX
https://www.youtube.com/@pestnu1939
mailto:riapechl@iti.gr
mailto:hanna.zamernik@global2000.at
mailto:hanna.zamernik@global2000.at
mailto:felix.steinhardt@global2000.at
https://www.twitter.com/sisters_eu
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/sisters-eu-project
https://www.facebook.com/sisterseuproject
https://www.instagram.com/sisters_eu/
https://www.instagram.com/sisters_eu/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCp5US59Wyx-AvX99hkDFEkw/
mailto:safeoffice@safefoodadvocacy.eu
https://www.zerow-project.eu/
https://twitter.com/ZeroW_EU
https://www.linkedin.com/company/zerow-project/
mailto:communications@safefoodadvocacy.eu

