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State and City Food Waste Reduction Goals: Context, Best Practices, 

and Precedents 

Context  

On September 16, 2015, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and EPA announced the 

U.S. 2030 Food Loss and Waste Reduction goal, the first-ever domestic goal to reduce food loss 

and waste. The goal seeks to cut food loss and waste in half by the year 2030. In September 

2021, EPA changed the target measure used for the baseline, in order to align the U.S. 2030 

goal with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Target 12.3. Previously, 

EPA had defined the measure of food waste to be reduced as the quantity disposed through 

landfill or controlled combustion: in other words, recycling was considered a strategy for food 

waste reduction, along with prevention (source reduction) and recovery for donation. As of 

September 2021, EPA changed the baseline so that only prevention and recovery for donation 

are to be counted. (Note: The change is quite recent, and most of the state and local 

governments that have adopted reduction targets appear to include all three solutions to 

achieve their reductions in total food waste.)  

The Zero Food Waste Coalition and other food waste experts and advocates have 

recommended establishing food waste reduction goals at the city or state level, as a useful 

policy tool for achieving the U.S. goal of 50% reduction by 2030.1 The targets may be introduced 

as part of the commitments made in a local or state Climate Action Plan, Zero Waste/Solid 

Waste Plan, or as a part of a stand-alone Food Waste Reduction Plan.  

Best Practices  

In its recently released State Policy Toolkit, the Zero Food Waste Coalition identifies several 

features exemplifying best practices for setting targets: 

• mandate the plan via legislation rather than executive order to better ensure 

permanence; 

• feature specific targets and goals; 

• require periodic updates to stay current; and 

• outline concrete actions and identify an agency that is accountable for implementation. 

To address the last point, the State Policy Toolkit recommends a number of other tested 

policies and programs to promote food waste reduction, including: 

• food waste diversion mandates (or landfill bans) and related policies;  

• liability protections, tax incentives, and food safety guidance for food donation;   

 
1 Founding supporters of the Zero Food Waste Coalition are NRDC, WWF, Harvard Food Law Policy Clinic, 
and ReFED. See, for example, Zero Food Waste Coalition’s Achieving Zero Food Waste: A State Policy Toolkit and 
NRDC’s Tackling Food Waste in Cities: A Policy and Program Toolkit.  
 

https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food/united-states-2030-food-loss-and-waste-reduction-goal
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-consumption-production/
https://cdn.sanity.io/files/34qvzoil/production/a517a31a81c38d76e897dd539bde3207affa164d.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/
https://chlpi.org/food-law-and-policy/
https://www.refed.org/
https://cdn.sanity.io/files/34qvzoil/production/a517a31a81c38d76e897dd539bde3207affa164d.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/resources/tackling-food-waste-cities-policy-and-program-toolkit
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• permitting, zoning, and animal feed regulations supporting organic waste processing 

infrastructure; 

• promotion of end-markets for compost;  

• improved date labeling and public education designed to prevent upstream food waste; 

and 

• other support for reductions through grants, technical assistance, public recognition, 

and public awareness campaigns. 

Below we identify selected states and cities that have established food waste reduction goals, 

the legal documents establishing the goals, and the key documents created for planning how to 

accomplish them.  

State Level Precedents  

➢ California: In September 2016, Governor Edmund Brown Jr. set methane emissions 

reduction targets for California (SB 1383 Lara, Chapter 395, Statutes of 2016) in a statewide 

effort to reduce emissions of short-lived climate pollutants (SLCP). The food waste targets 

are: 

o to reduce organic waste disposal 75% by 2025; and  

o to rescue at least 20% of currently disposed surplus food for people to eat by 2025.  

California has very extensive policies and programs, outlined in its website.   

➢ Washington State: In 2019, the Washington State Legislature unanimously declared 

statewide food waste reduction goals (RCW 70A.205.715), which are:    

o to reduce food waste generated by 50% by 2030, and  
o to reduce at least half of edible food waste by 2030.  

The State developed the Use Food Well Washington Plan (UFWW Plan) to provide a 

roadmap. In 2022, the governor signed state bill HB 1799, which sets as targets (relative to a 

2015 baseline): 

o to reduce organic waste disposal 75% by 2030; and  
o to recover for human consumption no less than 20% of the volume of edible food 

that was disposed of as of 2015 by 2025. 

(The bill defines organic waste as manure, yard debris, food waste, food processing waste, 

wood waste, and garden waste.)  

➢ Oregon: The Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) released in 2017 its first 

Strategy for Preventing the Wasting of Food, providing a 5-year plan to support the state’s 

food waste goals of reducing the generation of wasted uneaten food by 15% by 2025, and 

40% by 2050, articulated in the Materials Management in Oregon: 2050 Vision. The 

document placed a strong emphasis on prevention, distinguishing it from rescue/donation 

and recycling.  

https://legiscan.com/CA/text/SB1383/id/1425289
https://calrecycle.ca.gov/organics/slcp/
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=70A.205.715
https://apps.ecology.wa.gov/publications/SummaryPages/2107027.html
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1799-S2.SL.pdf?q=20220526135441
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/FilterDocs/foodstrategic.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/FilterDocs/MManagementOR.pdf
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In March 2020, the governor of Oregon issued Executive Order 20-04 on climate change 

that directed the Oregon ECG and DEQ to take actions necessary to prevent and recover 

food waste, with the goal of reducing food waste by 50% by 2030, as one of a variety of 

state actions mandated to reduce GHG emissions. Following the executive order, DEQ 

published in May 2020 a new Preliminary Work Plan to Reduce Food Waste, which includes 

convening a collaborative effort to develop a Phase Two Food Waste Strategy. To achieve 

the 50% reduction, DEQ concluded it would need to draw on recycling, as well as prevention 

and donation actions. 

➢ New Jersey: P.L. 2017, c. 136 (S3027), signed into law on July 21, 2017, established a goal of 

reducing food waste by 50% by the year 2030, relative to a 2017 food waste baseline. This 

bill tasked the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection, in consultation with 

the State’s Department of Agriculture, to develop and commence implementation of a plan 

that will guide the state to achieve the food waste reduction goal. The draft plan highlights 

the issues of wasted food and possible short- and long-term actions that can be 

implemented. 

City Level Precedents 

➢ Denver, CO: In the Denver Food Vision (2017), a vision and action plan designed to achieve 

an inclusive, healthy, vibrant, and resilient food system, the city committed to a 57% 

reduction in food waste by 2030, along with a number of other goals.  

➢ Baltimore, MD: The city adopted the goal of 50% reduction in food waste by 2030, as part 

of the 2019 Baltimore Sustainability Plan. The Baltimore Food Waste and Recovery Strategy 

also sets goals of higher levels of reductions to be achieved by 2040.  

➢ Washington, D.C.: The city is a C40 city and signatory of the Advancing Towards Zero 

Waste Declaration, which means the district has committed to specific goals in efforts to 

implement zero waste. In its Sustainable DC Plan, DC has set the deadline of 2032 to reduce 

food waste by 60% compared to 2015.2 

➢ Nashville, TN: In August 2023, the city adopted a resolution supporting municipal 

leadership on food waste reduction and encouraging a Metropolitan Government and 

community-wide target of a 50% reduction in food waste from 2017 levels by 2030.  

 

For more information about this Research Brief, please contact: Carol Adaire Jones, 

caroljones@rcn.com. 

 

  

 
2 Other goals include: reduce per-capita waste generation by 15% compared to 2015; reuse 20% of all waste produced in the 
District; and achieve 80% waste diversion without landfill, waste‐to‐energy facilities, or incinerators.  

 

https://www.oregon.gov/gov/eo/eo_20-04.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/FilterDocs/ReductionFoodWasteWorkPlan.pdf
https://www.nj.gov/dep/dshw/food-waste/pl_2017_136.pdf
https://d12v9rtnomnebu.cloudfront.net/diveimages/NJDEPFoodWasteReductionDraft.pdf
https://www.denvergov.org/content/dam/denvergov/Portals/771/documents/CH/Final_FoodVision_120717.pdf
https://www.baltimoresustainability.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Sustainability-Plan_01-30-19-compressed-1.pdf
https://mayor.baltimorecity.gov/sites/default/files/BaltimoreFoodWaste&RecoveryStrategy_Sept2018.pdf
https://www.c40.org/about-c40/
https://www.c40.org/other/zero-waste-declaration
https://www.c40.org/other/zero-waste-declaration
https://sustainable.dc.gov/sdc2
https://nashville.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6311998&GUID=98E9F2A9-26AF-4163-95BC-26B96F59BB74&Options=ID|Text|&Search=
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