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Dutch food waste: A chain reaction is needed 
While one third of globally produced food is never eaten, the Netherlands is one 

of Europe’s most wasteful. However, this tiny country aims to cut their food waste 

in half by 2030, and to achieve this goal, all actors in the food supply chain must act. 
 

By Amina McCauley and Jeppe Bjerre Trans 

 

 
Food wastage happens at every step of the so-called food supply chain, where farmers, supermarkets and consumers all throw out billions 
of tonnes of food every year. Graphic made by: Amina McCauley. 

Food waste is similar to the ‘chicken or egg first?’ conundrum, a cycle too interdependent to unpick. 

But dissimilar to a chicken, the waste doesn’t start at the end but rather at the beginning, where the 

growers are suppressed by both nature and by man-made obstacles, and where tomatoes are 

dismissed for their imperfect size. The chain of waste continues much like a digestive system, farm 

produce transported to retailers where it is packaged for distribution, but where rotten oranges 

damaging to the human body are thrown away. But unlike a digestive system, the final step of waste 

occurs at consumption, where crusts of bread, disregarded bananas and forgotten leftovers take to 

the trash along with the time and energy taken to get them there.  

 

The issue often seems to be perceived as a problem that mainly regards common households - and 

plenty of public campaigns are also encouraging consumers to not waste food. Even the EU 

Commissioner for Health and Food Safety, Vytenis Andriukaitis, addressed the issue of household 

wastage with a personal anecdote, speaking at the final FUSIONS European Platform Meeting, ‘No 

more food to waste,’ in May 2016. 

 

“I was born in the Siberian Gulag, where we were living in such conditions that food waste would 

have been unimaginable. It was a moral crime. I wouldn’t have been able to look into my mother’s 

eyes if I had left even a tiny amount of porridge on my plate,” the Commissioner said.  

 

But to consider food wastage as a problem mainly occurring at the consumer level would only be 

cutting off the tip of the iceberg lettuce. Several statistics and reports show that the issue is a 
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recurrence that goes far beyond the bread crusts, brown bananas and common foods that households 

throw out on a regular basis. 

 

The waste occurs at every stage of the food production cycle, even during production.  A split tomato 

that will rot in a few days at a grower’s greenhouse. Eggs cracked from improper storage or during 

transportation. Milk that doesn’t sell before it reaches its use-by date. The scraps left on the plates of 

restaurants serving generous portioned meals. And all along this chain are the structural issues of 

market demand, legislation, high standards, consumerism and poor organisation. 

 
See larger version below the article 

 

Not only food is wasted 

 

Globally, one third of the food we produce is lost or wasted, estimates the Food and Agricultural 

Organisation (FAO). Meanwhile, one in nine people are hungry, climate change is being exacerbated 

by agriculture that is never even exploited, and the amount wasted each year is almost equivalent to 

the GDP of the Netherlands. 

 

In the FAO report, ‘Global food losses and food waste,’ it says that far more food per person is wasted 

in industrialised countries compared to “developing” countries. It specifies that in Europe around 

100 kilograms per person is wasted, whilst in sub-Saharan Africa the per-capita wastage is only 

between 6 and 10 kilograms.  

 

The main causes of food loss and waste in higher-income regions is, as the same report finds, due to a 

lack of coordination between different actors in the supply chain.  

 

In Europe alone, around 88 million tonnes of food is wasted every year. This is worth 143 billion 

euros, according to a report by FUSIONS (Food Use for Social Innovation by Optimising Waste 

Prevention Strategies). The report also says that the largest proportion of waste occurs in 

households, and the least in wholesale and retail.  

 

Food waste, the FUSION report explains, is an issue of global food security. It not only impacts on the 

environment - in terms of energy use and climate change - but also on the economy and on society.  

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/hunger/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/hunger/
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/change/causes_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/change/causes_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/change/causes_en
http://www.fao.org/docrep/018/i3347e/i3347e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/018/i3347e/i3347e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/018/i3347e/i3347e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/014/mb060e/mb060e00.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/018/i3347e/i3347e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/018/i3347e/i3347e.pdf
http://www.eu-fusions.org/phocadownload/Publications/Estimates%20of%20European%20food%20waste%20levels.pdf
http://www.eu-fusions.org/phocadownload/Publications/Estimates%20of%20European%20food%20waste%20levels.pdf
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The European Union (EU) have implemented the Sustainable Development Goals of the United 

Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, part of which aims to reduce food waste at the 

retail and consumer levels by half and to reduce food losses along the production and supply chains 

by 2030, says the European Commission. Each member state must now take its own action.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Netherlands: Consumers take a bite too 

 

In 2014, the Netherlands wasted more food than any other EU member state, according to Europa 

statistics. But initiatives are sprouting up across the country alongside a recently launched food 

wastage initiative supported by the government, leading the pack in the fight against food waste. 

 

Between 100 and 160 kilograms of food per Dutch person is currently wasted every year, and this 

number encompasses the wastage occurring across all sectors of the food chain, according to 

REFRESH (Resource Efficient dRink for the Entire Supply cHain), an EU Horizon 2020 project aimed 

at reducing food waste across Europe. 

 

The total food waste in the Netherlands decreased by 20 percent between 2009 and 2015, REFRESH 

also reported, but the state believes there is still more to be done. 

 

On March 20th this year, the Taskforce Circular Economy in Food – which is made up Dutch 

companies, research institutes and government bodies – launched an initiative called ‘United against 

food waste’, which aims to halve the amount of food wasted by 2030 compared to 2015. The initiative 

is funded by the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, including investments in 

“innovation, research, monitoring and education,” explains the Wageningen University, one of the 

major research institutes in the Taskforce. 

 

The Taskforce aims to reduce the wastage at every stage of the food cycle, from production through 

to final consumption. If they succeed, they will be the first in Europe to meet the UN Sustainability 

Goal around food waste, says the Wageningen University. 

 

But it is not just the higher bodies that are tackling the issue. There are entrepreneurial apps like 

NoFoodWasted, which allows users to see when supermarkets have products that are getting close to 

their sell-by date and to buy them at a cheaper price. There are volunteer groups like Taste Before 

See larger version under the article 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/policies/sustainable-development-goals_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/policies/sustainable-development-goals_en
https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/safety/docs/fw_eu-platform_20170331_statistics.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/safety/docs/fw_eu-platform_20170331_statistics.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/safety/docs/fw_eu-platform_20170331_statistics.pdf
https://www.wur.nl/upload_mm/8/8/d/01914012-f5d4-46d1-81b0-ad6bc4363e39_Appendix%202%20Food%20Waste%20Figures.pdf
https://www.wur.nl/upload_mm/8/8/d/01914012-f5d4-46d1-81b0-ad6bc4363e39_Appendix%202%20Food%20Waste%20Figures.pdf
https://www.wur.nl/upload_mm/8/8/d/01914012-f5d4-46d1-81b0-ad6bc4363e39_Appendix%202%20Food%20Waste%20Figures.pdf
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You Waste, which collects food that would otherwise be thrown out from supermarkets and delivers 

them to refugee shelters and holds food-sharing events. There are students in dorms who come 

together for dinner, using leftovers to create meals. The above can be read about in other articles that 

are part of this series.  

 

The Dutch soup company Kromkommer is also doing their part to combat food wastage by making 

soup from leftover and overproduced vegetables from farmers and growers. Their product is sold in 

supermarkets across the country.   

 

Spokesperson and co-founder, Chantal Engelen, is very much welcoming the goals and ambitions 

made by the Dutch government and the task force to combat food wastage in the Netherlands, but 

with reservations.  

 

“The problem is that they have been talking about this project for a long time. And they talk a lot, and 

nothing really happens. I don't really believe in a big co-operations like this because all these 

companies have different interests and they are not really interested in starting things together. 

That's not what they are there for. I think the plans and the goal is very good - but I don't know if they 

are actually going to make it,” Chantal Engelen says. 

 

The Dutch government has so far allocated seven million euros to the task force.  

 

The definitions and numbers in regard to food waste are so diverse and often 

inconsistent, as waste itself is difficult to measure. Therefore, how the government 

will know if they have achieved this goal is hard to say, but it has not been 

possible to hear back from a member of the Dutch government on this issue.  

 

Chantal Engelen from Kromkommer says, “We know the task force quite well and 

it is entirely made up of big companies. I think it is a pretty good plan if they do all 

they are planning to. Their goals are pretty good. But it is costing a lot of money 

which I don’t understand.” 

 

Though the Netherlands are a tiny piece of a much larger puzzle, a chain reaction 

could make a large difference. The FAO report on global food losses and waste 

points out that food production must increase significantly to meet the demands of a growing 

population. Food security is a major concern in large parts of the “developing” world, and food waste 

is nonsensical in relation to this. 

 

“In a world with limited natural resources (land, water, energy, fertilizer) ... reducing food losses 

should not be a forgotten priority,” the report says.  

See larger version 
under the article 
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Crooked cucumbers and tiny tomatoes: Size and shape 

matters for growers 
Overproduction and high cosmetic standards from supermarkets and consumers means a lot 

of food waste occurs already on farmers level in the Netherlands. Local entrepreneurs are 

trying to combat the issue with innovative solutions. 
 

By Amina McCauley and Jeppe Bjerre Trans 

 

 
Dutch tomato grower Ab van Marrewijk's love for tomatoes has made him strive to waste as few as possible of them in his greenhouses. 
Photo: Amina McCauley 

Some say that size doesn’t matter but for Ab van Marrewijk’s tomato farm Greenco, located near the 

Hague, this is not quite the case.  It is an everyday struggle for him and his employees to make sure 

that all their baby plum tomatoes are the right shape and size to meet the standards of supermarkets 

and consumers worldwide. 

  

Like his father and father’s father before him, Ab van Marrewijk was born and raised on a tomato 

farm. When he talks about his baby plums whilst cradling the vines in his palm, it is clear that tomato 

juice not blood is pumping through his veins. His love for his tomato farm makes him strive not to 

waste a single one of them. 

  

Each year almost 1,000 tonnes of the farm’s tomatoes are not sold to retailers. This is the same 

weight as roughly 100 average sized tractors. However, this is half the amount of what was wasted 
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three years ago, as van Marrewijk and his employees have worked to optimise the production – and 

sometimes the solutions are simple. 

  

“When you have a young plant, the last fruits on the branch are always the worst fruits. So we found 

out that if we prune the first flowers, then the rest of the vine will be perfect,” van Marrewijk says. 

  

“When the flowers are taken away before they become fruit, there is no waste, the plants use less 

water and the remaining fruits become bigger. So by doing this we get both bigger sized fruit and 

better quality,” van Marrewijk says. 

  

But supermarket standards and overproduction due to not meeting the market demand are harder 

carrots to bite. And Greenco is not the only farm facing these limitations. Rosa Rolle from the Food 

and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) explains why there is so much food wasted at the production 

level of the food supply chain. 

  

“Food is often wasted at the farm level even if it is fit to be consumed. Often it is not harvested due to 

physical defects like size, colour or shape that would make it unmarketable. Or because it is 

overproduced and thus not harvested for economic reasons, as the cost of harvesting exceeds the 

recovery cost to the farmer,” she says. 

  

Toine Timmermans, Program Manager of Sustainable Food Chains at Wageningen University & 

Research, is an expert in food chains, and supports this point of view. 

  

“The causes are mainly market related. For example, there is too much produced, there’s a 

cancellation of orders, they don’t read the specifications, but mostly it’s about how at that particular 

time there is too much produce on the market. So it’s not worthwhile for farmers to harvest it or to 

bring it to the market,” he explains. 

  

According to Timmermans, farmers tend to produce as much as possible without necessarily being 

sure there will be a demand for their crops. 

  

“There is an opportunistic approach in the primary sector, and this is not new. There is a disconnect 

between the farmers and the market – mainly the retailers and the food service sector,” he says. 

 

 
See larger version below the article.  
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Prognosis helps to avoid overproduction 

  

Ab van Marrewijk has been attempting to combat overproduction of his product by constantly 

making prognoses of the market demand, and it seems as if the unpredictable and treacherous Dutch 

weather plays a huge role in not only the production of his fruits – but also the customer demand for 

them. 

  

“When you have a very warm weekend, we have 10 or 15 percent more demand in the back hall than 

when we have a weekend with bad weather. If you’ve had a bad week then nobody buys tomatoes,” 

van Marrewijk says. 

  

“When we have too much production, we put the excess in storage for some days. But not for long 

because after the packaging, it’s about one week before it’s in the shop, and then consumers must buy 

it and they also need time to eat it,” he says, pointing to the intricacies of the cycle.  

  

To avoid food waste in the weeks where his supply is bigger than the demand from retailers, van 

Marrewijk has agreements with two different soup companies to take over his production. He is also 

cooperating with them on the tomatoes that are either too big or too small to meet the cosmetic 

standards of tomatoes sold in a supermarket. 

  

“When we sell our products, there is a rule that says it has to be between 20 and 25 millimeters. This 

comes from the supermarkets. They say it has to be a particular size, there can only be so many in 

one cup, there are many rules,” van Marrewijk explains. 

  

He says this is because consumers don’t want damaged or strange fruits inside their cup of tomatoes, 

even though there is nothing wrong with that fruit. However, he has seen a slow change in this 

tendency so the not-so-perfect tomatoes can also be used more and more. 
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By simply pruning the first flowers on his tomato plants, Ab van Marrewijk has brought down the level of wasted tomatoes at his farm by 
50 percent. His goal is to not waste a single one. Photo: Amina McCauley 

Food heroes to the rescue 

 

Van Marrewijk’s farm is a part of the European Union funded project Food Heroes, a cross-border 

cooperation between Dutch, Irish, French, English, Belgian and German farmers organisations. The 

aim of the project is to come up with innovative solutions to reduce food waste at farms and 

greenhouses all over Europe. 

 

In charge is Marjon Krol from the Dutch farmers organization ZLTO. She initiated the project because 

she believes that the primary production of food - the farmers and growers - has not been given 

enough attention compared to other parts of the food chain. 

 

“In the past years, a lot of attention has been on reducing food waste in the last parts of the food 

chain, focusing primarily on retail and consumers. Very few initiatives have focused on the first parts 

of the food chain, which is the primary production and processing.  

 

“Of course, it's rather obvious that most of the waste occurs in the last part of the food chain 

especially with consumers, so it's only logical that most attention has been on consumers. But the 

primary production has been neglected and that is what we want to change with this project,” Krol 

says.  

 

The project aims to come up with 15 different solutions to reduce food waste in the farming sector. 
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Extent of problem is blurry 

 

It is hard to measure exactly how big of a problem food wastage is in the different farms in the 

Netherlands and Europe - because the statistics about food waste are different from study to study. 

For example, a report from the FAO shows that over 35 percent of all food wastage in Europe 

happens at the agricultural level - while numbers from the FUSIONS-project done for the European 

Union show that it is only 11 percent.  

 

This diversity in numbers could be due to the particularly difficult nature of conducting proper 

research into waste occurrence at the first part of the chain, says Toine Timmermans. 

  

“If you look across all the sectors, the primary sector is the most unknown sector - looking at the 

volumes and the causes. For the other sectors there is much more information available,” 

Timmermans says. 

  

Despite the lack of consistency, Timmermans is not doubting that food wastage is still a problem at 

the production level.  

  

“We know that a lot is being wasted in the agriculture sector. But the main issue is we do not know 

what the causes are so whether this is something that is avoidable or not and that is the main concern 

of the primary sector,” Timmerman says. 

 

Conditions are hard to predict 

 

Through her work with the Food Heroes project, Marjon Krol has also experienced that a significant 

amount of food is being wasted at farms. She acknowledges the particular belief that some farmers 

tend to overproduce and thus must discard the excess - but she says that blaming only the farmers 

and growers for the food waste would be too narrow-minded. 

 

“It is very difficult to predict the weather for example, and most crops are very reliant on weather 

conditions. So it is very difficult to appropriately plan what you produce. It is also an international 

market, which means there is a lot of international competition as well, and this is a characteristic of 

the food market,” she says and continues: 

 

“It’s not metal or ink or whatever that you can plan and predict exactly how the process will go every 

time. Large parts of the food industry are also very competitive, which makes it difficult sometimes 

for farmers. So it is not only an issue of farming and of the farmers. I think it is an issue of the 

complete food industry.”  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/018/i3347e/i3347e.pdf
http://www.eu-fusions.org/phocadownload/Publications/Estimates%20of%20European%20food%20waste%20levels.pdf
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Crooked cucumbers are cucumbers too 

  

One initiative in-particular that works to ensure the oddly shaped vegetables are not discarded of, is 

Kromkommer, a Dutch word play of “crooked” and “cucumber”. Two-legged parsnips, curvaceous 

carrots and fat tomatoes are turned into soups at Kromkommer, coming directly from the farms. 

 

“We buy the vegetables directly from the grower because that's where the waste is,” spokesperson 

Chantal Engelen says. “The wonky vegetables get thrown out at the grower, they don't even make it 

in the food supply chain.” 

  

Kromkommer buy from the grower at an agreed price which is set for the whole year. Engelen 

explains that they believe the wonky and oddly-shaped vegetables still have value, so they pay a fair 

price for it. 

  

“Last year we made 400,000 thousand bowls of soup, which is 60 tonnes of vegetables,” Engelen says.  

 
Odd-sized parsnips, crooked cucumbers and bendy beetroots is being rescued from becoming waste by the Dutch company Kromkommer, 
who turns the wonky vegetables into soups. Photo: Jeppe Bjerre Trans 



15 
 

Business for bankruptcy 

Chantal Engelen explains that the initial goal for Kromkommer is not to make a million euro business, 

but rather to raise awareness of the issue of food wastage at farmers level. 

 

“If growers will be able to sell these kind of vegetables to their customers, we can't make soup 

anymore. So we kind of try to make our own business model impossible,” Engelen says. 

 

“Our goal is to change the quality and perception of how people think of wonky vegetables. So when 

people see wonky vegetables and not wonky vegetables they know it's the same kind of quality.” 

 

Relying solely on waste from farmers also challenges Kromkommer on the commercial part of their 

business. 

 

“Our process is much more complicated than all our competitors. If we want to make pumpkin soup, 

and there's no pumpkins, then you can't make pumpkin soup. Even though it might be your best-

selling soup. That’s why our customers definitely need to have a link to our mission. They don't buy 

our soup because we are the cheapest, they buy our soup because they believe in what we do and 

they want to tell this story,” Chantal Engelen says. 

 

Zero waste is the goal 

 

According to both Rosa Rolle from the FAO and Toine Timmermans from Wageningen University, it is 

necessary to look at other parts of the food chain and not just the farming part to secure an effective 

reduction of food waste in the first part of the food supply chain. 

 

“I think that reducing food waste at the farmers level can only be done if all parts of the supply chain 

take responsibility. The retailers obviously play a huge role here”, Timmermans says. 

 

Rosa Rolle says, “In my view, it is important to educate producers and help and encourage them to 

diversify their target markets - for example supply supermarkets with top quality and identify other 

ways of selling produce that does not conform to supermarket requirement - for example sale to 

processors and direct sale in farmers markets.” 

 

At Ab van Marrewijk’s farm his innovative pruning technique among others has already brought his 

level of wasted fruits down by 50 percent. However, he makes it clear his ambitions don’t stop there. 

 

“In three years we want to be 100 percent free of waste But the last step is of course really difficult,” 

the tomato grower says. 

 

“There can never be a reason for a consumer to not choose our product because of bad quality or 

because there is a rotten fruit. We want to keep selling.” 
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A business for the bin 
InStock restaurant rescues the food that supermarkets would otherwise have thrown out. But 

only when they become obsolete they will have achieved their business goal. 

 
By Amina McCauley and Jeppe Bjerre Trans 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You reach out for a bag of oranges. It’s cheaper to buy more than less. But one of the fruits in the bag 

is not an orange but rather a green and hairy, seemingly over-sized kiwi fruit. Despite one orange 

being mouldy, the rest of the bag is perfectly edible – but would you buy that bag, or choose another? 

 

Djaja van den Berg from InStock restaurant, an initiative that serves food made from supermarket 

waste, says that whole bag would be deemed unsellable by the supermarket. 

 

“If there’s a rotten one and someone is at the cashier and realises this, the manager takes it away and 

instead of picking out the mouldy one they throw out the whole thing,” she says. The Dutch 

restaurant chain started with one goal alone: to make sure the other oranges in the bag are used for 

human consumption instead of being thrown out. 

 

Starting as a project by three entrepreneurs who were working at the Dutch supermarket chain 

Albert Heijn, they now have 160 Albert Heijn stores working with them. The fresh products which 

haven’t sold by the end of the day, the lonely bananas and the mackerel too big for the packaging are 

One rotten orange in a net in the supermarket would often result in the whole net being 
thrown out. The Dutch restaurant InStock is aiming to save the remaining not rotten 
oranges and other discarded supermarket leftovers. Photo: Jeppe Bjerre Trans 
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transported to InStock, where 80 percent of the ingredients are from food that would have otherwise 

been in the bin. 

 

“But in the end, InStock is not the ultimate solution because basically there’s a problem in the food 

chain. There’s this hole and we’re trying to fill that hole. But if the whole food supply chain was right 

we wouldn’t have to exist and that’s what we want ultimately,” van den Berg admits. 

  

Where the problem lies  

 

Five percent of all wasted food in Europe occurs at the retail level of the food supply chain, says a 

FUSIONS report. FUSIONS (Food Use for Social Innovation by Optimising Waste Prevention 

Strategies) is an EU funded project working towards a more resource efficient Europe.  

 

Although the least wasteful of the sectors, this five percent still equates to 4.6 million tonnes per year, 

says the same report. Initiatives like InStock might be catching much of this, but structural issues still 

need to be made. 

 

Rosa Rolle from the Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) explains that the waste which occurs 

in supermarkets is from sorting and grading, over-buying, passing ‘best-before’ dates and food 

storage.  

 

“Consumers buy on the basis of visual appeal. Sorting and grading of fresh produce enhances it 

aesthetic appeal to meet consumer demand. But in the process, produce that is of good quality and fit 

to be eaten, is discarded, owing to the lack of its visual appeal,” Rolle says.  

 

But Rolle says that supermarkets are increasingly making available the products that are not so 

visually appealing, giving the consumer the option to make the choice.  

 

Albert Heijn, one of the largest supermarket chains in the Netherlands, refused to comment for this 

article, but their website gives an insight into the evolving nature of the country’s supermarkets.  

 

The supermarket insists on selling what they call the “misfits” and vegetables that are still of good 

quality but which are not so pretty. Alongside this, they donate a portion of the food they cannot sell 

to Food Banks - organisations that give food to those who cannot afford it. The food on their shelves 

that is inedible is offered as animal feed or goes to a processor that turns it into biogas and green 

electricity.  

 

Albert Heijn say they are recognising that consumers are becoming less fussy in terms of the 

appearance of the fruit and vegetables they buy. 

 

Jumbo, another Dutch supermarket chain, also refused to talk about the issue of food waste, but their 

website gives information on their efforts to combat the issue including a recently launched range of 

ketchup from rescued tomatoes.  

http://www.eu-fusions.org/phocadownload/Publications/Estimates%20of%20European%20food%20waste%20levels.pdf
https://www.ah.nl/over-ah/meer-doen/voedselverspilling
https://nieuws.jumbo.com/persbericht/jumbo-lanceert-drie-nieuwe-verse-ketchups-van-geredde-tomaten/236/
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The issue is more complicated though, Rolle from the FAO explains. “The retail sector over-buy - 

particularly in the case of perishables - fruits and vegetables, milk, fresh juices, bakery products.” 

There is also the problem of the consumer misunderstanding of “best-before” dates, where Rolle says 

that just because a product has passed its best-before date does not necessarily make it unfit for 

consumption. The product may only be of slightly less quality.  

 

“For example, crackers that are soft are safe for consumption, but are not of the expected quality for a 

consumer,” she says.  

 

 

 
See larger version below the article 

There’s no use crying over spilt milk 

The mackarel was too big to fit into the packaging but in the fish burrito, it was fresh and sat beside 

crispy lettuce that was too limp to fit consumer standards and tomatoes that were too fat or thin to fit 

in with the rest of the cup. The burrito was like any other burrito, but made from ingredients not 

good enough to stay on the shelves.  

 

This is a usual on InStock’s menu, and the journeys of the other ingredients are similar.  

 

“If meat is within a week of its expiration date it cannot go to the supermarkets because first it goes 

into storage and then it goes to the shelves, so if there is meat that is still fine for a week, we rescue it 

and cook it right away,” says Djaja van den Berg from InStock.  

 

They also take the unwanted male meat where there is a small market.  

 

“Male goats don’t produce milk and male chickens don’t lay eggs, so in the industry they kill them 

because it only takes up extra energy and they don’t produce meat. So basically, we still pay a little 

for that, but we do rescue them because otherwise they go to waste,” she says.  

 

“The waste occurs especially in the meat industry, because there’s so much water and energy and 

scarce resources that are put into it,” van den Berg says.  
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The restaurant doesn’t make much of a profit - enough to continue and enough to have three stores 

across the country, but it’s not so desirable for other entrepeneurs. “Of course if you have a good idea 

a lot of people copy it but the logistics are very hard so that’s why you have to do it if you’re very 

passionate about it. But that’s why we also don’t really have a financial benefit,” van den Berg says.  

 

 

A drop in the ocean 

 

InStock is being fed by food waste. The business relies on an unsustainable system, especially if the 

very idea of the initiative is to combat food waste. The issue is structural and complicated, and rather 

than just catching the waste, changes need to be made elsewhere in order for the waste to be 

reduced.  

 

Critics claim that supermarkets waste more than the other phases of the food supply chain firstly 

because they measure their wastage more than other sectors but also because they are the powerful 

middle men.  

 

Chantal Engelen from Kromkommer, an initiative that makes soups out of wonky vegetables from 

farms, says that supermarkets waste less than other parts of the food chain because they encourage 

the waste to occur on either end.  

 

The InStock restaurants have in a few years grown from being a pop-up project in Amsterdam to a chain of three restaurants in the 
Netherlands. Among those a restaurant in Dutch city Utrecht. Photo: Amina McCauley 
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“The only part of the chain that really knows what’s going on is the supermarkets, because of course 

they measure what’s going in and going out. They know exactly how much they waste. And they say 

their percentage is the lowest in the whole food chain and of course it is - they just push the waste to 

the beginning and the end of the food chain,” Engelen says.  

 

Rosa Rolle from the FAO explains that food is wasted at the farmers level because they are 

unmarketable - supermarkets don’t want the products if they have physical defects. If there’s no 

market for it they don’t harvest it - despite not having control over it - and thus the energy and time is 

wasted.  

 

At the other end, customers are encouraged to buy in bulk. Van den Berg from InStock explains that 

part of the issue for consumers is that supermarkets have deals that make it more economical for 

people to buy more rather than less, but often consumers are unable to actually eat the extra food in 

time.  

 

But Toine Timmermans, Program Manager of Sustainable Food Chains at Wageningen University & 

Research says that blaming supermarkets isn’t so simple.  

 

“The relation between bulk offers and food waste has not been proven. It looks like ‘planning 

abilities’ and ‘convenience/ability’ of the shoppers is a more important driver,” he says.  

 

“Some retailers push the food waste to other sides. Not so much by high cosmetic standards, but by 

the type of contracts for farmers, for example late cancellation of orders, or no responsibility for the 

non-sold products,” he says however.  

 

But Rosa Rolle says that the restructuring of the system starts with education. “Rather than blaming 

supermarkets or any specific entity, I think it is important to educate all stakeholders in the supply 

chain - from the producer to consumer - in order to help change behaviours and attitudes toward 

food,” she says.  

 

Taste Before You Waste 

 

It’s six o’clock on a Wednesday evening and the sun is out. At this time each week until the summer, 

around thirty or so locals gather in a small, shabby theatre area, fit with a bar and booths with split 

leather, and a dusty piano on a small stage. Though by a canal, the basement forgets the sun, but what 

brings the vibe is the vegan food, the shared company and the live music.  

 

Tonight’s dish is curry with salad and lentil soup. It is spicy and warm and fresh. Groups sit in booths 

and chat over the food as the stage is set up. Most of the regulars are young, and many speak English 

with various accents. The food they eat is almost entirely made from ingredients that small 

supermarkets around Utrecht were going to throw away.  

 



22 
 

Taste Before You Waste is made up of a number of volunteers who take food from small 

supermarkets around the city that would otherwise be thrown out. With this food, they twice-weekly 

deliver to refugee camps, and once weekly make a vegan meal for anyone who wants to join. One of 

these volunteers, Berend Bombarius, who is also a dumpster diver – which you can read about in a 

later article in this series - says that the main shops the organisation gathers food from are Turkish or 

Moroccan.  

 

“They are really small and you can easily contact the boss so you just have to make deals with them. 

But when you go to a bigger supermarket they have to go to the manager who has to go to the boss 

etcetera, and they have more regulations,” he says.  

 

Berend thinks it’s ridiculous that consumers don’t buy the veggies that don’t look so good, for 

example brown bananas.  

 

“Bananas don’t expire, they just get sweeter. So with bananas we make for example smoothies or ice 

cream or banana bread. Same with bread, you just have to be creative. And with tomatoes, you just 

make soup,” he says shrugging his shoulders and pouting his bottom lip. Simple as that.  

 

Each week they collect food that fits in around 15 shopping bags.  

 

Big bin business 

 

The InStock restaurants have in a few years risen from being just a pop-up restaurant in Amsterdam 

to a chain with three restaurants in the Netherlands. Even though their eventual goal is to close 

themselves, the ambitions of the owners are still far from settled. They have rescued over 400,000 

kilograms of food so far.  

 

“We have grown a lot since the beginning - so next year we hope to rescue 300,000 kilograms in that 

year alone,” says Djaja van den Berg from InStock. 

 

Even though InStock’s mission primarily is to rescue supermarket leftovers from being wasted, they 

also have goals for the gastronomical level of the restaurant. 

 

“We hope that people come here because they like our food, and that the sustainability theme is just a 

second part, and so then it can be more mainstream. So we want to try to focus on that. If people 

come because our food is good, we also have a better chance of spreading our message,” van den Berg 

says and continues: 

 

“We’re just a tiny dot in the whole issue. Yes, we rescue many kilos of food - but we care more about 

spreading awareness.” 
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From hunter-gatherer to dumpster diver: new ways to go 

shopping 
In the Netherlands, 13 percent of purchased food is wasted, according to Voedingscentrum, 

the Netherlands Nutrition Centre. Berend Bombarius opens our  

eyes to the ways we can reverse this.  

 
By Amina McCauley and Jeppe Bjerre Trans 

 

 
Berend Bombarius is getting almost all his groceries from what he can find in bins from supermarkets and restaurants all over his 

hometown of Utrecht in the Netherlands. He sees this as his own personal contribution to stop food wastage. Photo: Amina McCauley. 

Much like your stop by the shop on the way home from work or school, Berend Bombarius stops by 

the bins. He is a twenty-five-year-old student of humanistics living in Utrecht, and the food he eats on 

a daily basis almost exclusively comes from supermarket dumpsters around the small student city. 

Every few days he fills his Albert Heijn shopping bags with fresh fruit, vegetables, bread and other 

everyday consumables he scrounges, and hops back on his bike. The cycling Dutchman has been 

doing this for three years now.  

 

“The biggest surprise was when I started, because I discovered that you can find everything in the 

bin. And then after a while I realised it was possible to do on a daily basis,” he says.  

 

Other than spices and sometimes rice, one of the only goods Berend ever buys is Sambal Badjak, the 

Indonesian sauce he loves to recommend. “It’s so hard to buy anywhere but in the Netherlands 

because of our former colony, but if you put it in a stir fry with peanut butter…” he nods and licks his 

smiling lips, “like a satay you know?!” 
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It’s a Wednesday evening and the sun is still out. To a passer-by, this bin would otherwise be 

insignificant, but to the knowing eye it’s a communal pantry. On approach, Berend explains that 

although people might see him in daylight, it’s easier to do without a torch, and you don’t want to 

come too late when other frequenters have taken all the good stuff.  

 

But today is different. Arriving at the bin that sits on the outskirts of the city, he shakes his head, he 

cannot believe his luck. For the first time in the three years that he’s been visiting this particular 

dumpster, the shop is still open. Though the owners might usually turn a blind eye, the volatility of 

his hobby keeps it an after-hours profession.  

 

“It’s a gray area,” he says shrugging. “Sometimes you can get a fine for trespassing, but I think a lot of 

the shop owners know I am doing it and they are fine. I mean, why should you care?” 

 

Eating the crusts 

 

Consumers are the most wasteful in the Netherlands, contributing to a third of all food wasted in the 

country, according to a report by Voedingscentrum, the Netherlands Nutrition Centre published in 

April of this year. It has been found that the major part of food waste in high income countries occurs 

at the consumer level.  

 

This might be surprising for some, as many would like to believe that they do not waste a lot. But 

think about the spoonfuls of rice at the bottom of your bowl you can’t quite fit in, the outer leaves  of 

lettuce you assume aren’t as fresh as the inner leaves, the wrinkly apple at the bottom of your fruit 

bowl you forgot about, last week’s curry that has been sitting the back of your fridge. And last but not 

least, the crusts of the bread, that some people might not like to eat. 

 

Each year, reports Voedingscentrum, an average Dutch consumer wastes around 41 kilos of solid 

food. This is the equivalent of each person throwing food worth 145 euros directly in the bin every 

year.  

 

Worst part of the food chain 

 

The main foods discarded in order are bread, liquid dairy products, vegetables, fruit and meat. And 

not only is the food wastage costing the average consumer a significant amount of money every year 

– the impact on the environment is quite remarkable, according to Voedingscentrum.  

 

The combined impact of land use, carbon emissions and energy in food production could be reduced 

by 14 percent if there was no waste, says the report.  

 

The Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) report, ‘Food wastage footprint: impact on natural 

resources’, says that the consumption phase of the food cycle accounts for the highest carbon 

footprint of all phases. 

http://mobiel.voedingscentrum.nl/Assets/Uploads/voedingscentrum/Documents/Professionals/Pers/Factsheets/English/Fact%20sheet%20consumer%20food%20waste.pdf
https://eu-refresh.org/sites/default/files/REFRESH%202017%20Quantified%20consumer%20insights%20on%20food%20waste%20D1.4_0.pdf
https://eu-refresh.org/sites/default/files/REFRESH%202017%20Quantified%20consumer%20insights%20on%20food%20waste%20D1.4_0.pdf
http://mobiel.voedingscentrum.nl/Assets/Uploads/voedingscentrum/Documents/Professionals/Pers/Factsheets/English/Fact%20sheet%20consumer%20food%20waste.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/018/i3347e/i3347e.pdf
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“This is because when food wastage occurs along the [food supply chain], impacts of all the phases 

that the product has gone through are added to the initial agricultural impact and the final end-of-life 

impact,” it reads.  

 

In other words, it includes the energy used for the growth, storage, processing, distribution and 

transportation on top of the energy used for cooking. Furthermore, once in landfill the waste emits 

methane and carbon dioxide.  

 

Rosa Rolle, the team leader of food losses and waste at the Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) 

explains that consumer waste is due to poor organisation and education around storage of food.  

 

“Poor planning of food purchases, poor utilization in the household and improper storage of food. 

How often do consumers make a shopping list and stick to it?” she asks rhetorically.  

 

Rolle explains that a lot of people tend to cook more food than be consumed and do not make proper 

use of the leftovers. When storing food, she explains that people have the wrong idea of how to keep 

fruit and vegetables fresh. For example, bananas should be stored at room temperature rather than in 

the fridge.  

 

REFRESH (Resource Efficient dRink for the Entire Supply cHain), an EU Horizon 2020 project aimed 

at reducing food waste across Europe, published a report in December 2017 titled ‘Quantified 

consumer insight on food waste: Pan-European research for a quantified consumer food waste 

understanding.’ 

 

The report found that the higher skills and more knowledge consumers have on how to prevent food 

waste often determines how much they waste. Consumers who plan well, can cook creatively with 

leftovers and know how to keep food fresh for longer waste less than those who don’t have these 

skills.  

https://eu-refresh.org/sites/default/files/REFRESH%202017%20Quantified%20consumer%20insights%20on%20food%20waste%20D1.4_0.pdf
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Not for the faint hearted  

 

Berend doesn’t contribute to this waste however, but instead reverses it. But 

rummaging through a bin in search of tonight’s meal isn’t exactly the most 

attractive method of reduction for a lot of people. Dumpster diving is one way 

of reducing food waste, but for those who might shy away from dining in 

dumpsters, there are other initiatives taking place through Dutch communities 

to combat the huge amounts of waste we generate.  

 

Sharood is a food-sharing app that started in Amsterdam by a student named 

Axel Meta, who wanted to bring people together with the simple concept of 

eating dinner with company.  

 

“It’s a way to build communities to share meals and connect people at specific 

locations – we started in dorms. But in the last few weeks we’ve had some 

people create groups on the app in their own communities,” Axel says. He now 

lives in Spain and is seeing the idea sprout up in other areas of Europe.  

 

The app uses a currency of online ‘cookies’. If someone is sharing a meal and you attend, you transfer 

the virtual currency of Sharood Cookies to your host automatically by joining. When you host a meal 

you receive Cookies back.  

 

Sharood didn’t start as a way to stop wasting food, but the very act of coming together and bringing 

what you have has turned out to be the perfect way to use leftovers. 

 

He tells the story of a woman who moved from London to Berlin and decided to network via food, 

and to share her left-overs with others in order to save it from being wasted. “She had made too much 

sour bread and so she invited people over to help her eat it. In exchange, she got kombucha from her 

guests who had made too much of that.” 

 

“Coming together is a way to stop wasting food and it is a great way to share,” Axel says.  

 

NoFoodWasted is an app that was designed in the Netherlands with the goal to reduce food waste by 

50 percent in five years. The app partners with supermarkets and alerts shoppers when food that is 

about to reach its best before date get marked down. According to August de Vocht the app 

developer, participating supermarkets have cut their monthly food waste by up to 25 percent which 

is equal to 2,500 euros, reports the Guardian.  

See larger version below the 
article 

https://sharoodapp.com/
http://www.nofoodwasted.com/nl/
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2017/feb/06/food-waste-apps-global-technology-leftovers-landfill
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From blue cheese to mouldy bread: what can your body really handle?  

 

Berend Bombarius takes a risk when eating food that has been sitting in the garbage.  

One of the main factors involved consumer food wastage is our lack of understanding of expiration 

dates, explains Jasper de Vries from Voedingscentrum. Naturally, we throw away food because we 

fear for our health. But how high are our standards and would we have gotten sick had we not tossed 

it in the garbage?  

 

“There is a relatively high risk with eating from garbage bins and garbage bags, because of all the 

spoiled food and the high temperature, it is a breeding place for bacteria and viruses,” explains de 

Vries. “Bacteria and viruses are the main cause of people getting sick from food. In the Netherlands 

two thousand people a day get sick from bacteria and viruses, and you should take into account that 

the food safety in Holland is excellent.”  

 

We should take dates on products seriously, says de Vries, but we often misunderstand the meaning 

of these dates.  

 

“A ‘best before’ date indicates that the product is not necessarily spoiled after the expiration date. 

Consumers can use their senses to judge if a product is still fine to eat. A ‘use-by’ date is more 

important to take note of. After the expiration of this date, the product should not be eaten anymore.”  

 

The food Berend found in his latest dumpster dive. It can be risky business to dumpster dive since bins are a breeding place for 
bacteria and viruses. Nevertheless, Berend will continue to get almost all his food from bins around Utrecht. Photo: Jeppe Bjerre 
Trans 
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So what can you do?  

 

According to Voedingscentrum, seven out of ten Dutch people are prepared to reduce their food 

waste, believing it is both morally and environmentally incorrect as well as a waste of money.  

Rolle from the FAO says the solution is to change behaviours and attitudes toward food.  

 

“It is important that stakeholders value food not only in terms of what it costs, and how it looks, but 

consider what goes into producing that food – the land, labour, energy, water and other inputs 

required to produce it and bring it to the consumer,” she says.  

 

“Consumers must also be better educated, so that they can make more and well-informed shopping 

decisions,” Rolle insists. 

Berend says that if dumpster diving doesn’t appeal, buy the not-so-pretty fruit 

and vegetables at the supermarket, to show supermarkets that consumer 

standards are not so high.  

 

“What I think is that supermarkets would rather throw it away because they’re 

scared of losing customers,” he says.  

 

“Most supermarket bins are accessible except Albert Heijn and Jumbo, which 

always keep their bins inside and behind a locked door. Not even behind a 

fence you can climb. I guess they don’t want to be responsible for people 

getting sick when they eat from the bin.” 

 

Both Albert Heijn and Jumbo have refused to comment on why their bins are 

behind a locked door. 

 

But though wastage funds Berend’s – and other dumpster divers, including 

homeless people – diet, he says dumpster diving is just fighting the symptoms,   

and it shouldn’t be as easy to scrounge fresh food as it is. 

See larger version below 
the article 

http://mobiel.voedingscentrum.nl/Assets/Uploads/voedingscentrum/Documents/Professionals/Pers/Factsheets/English/Fact%20sheet%20consumer%20food%20waste.pdf
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