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Issue 23, Fall 2021 

 
Food loss and waste 
Food loss and waste (FLW) has been a topic of much 

concern for producers and consumers alike. This issue of 

Trends in Retail will examine food loss and waste and the 

current actions that are being undertaken to reduce food loss 

and waste specifically within retail and food service space. 

Defining food loss and food waste 

Within the food value chain, the terms “loss” and “waste” 

have definitions that are distinct – yet interrelated. Value 

Chain Management International (VCMI)1 define these terms 

as follows: 

 Food loss is “the discarding of food that occurs from 

production through to processing.” This includes “edible 

foods not meeting customer specifications (e.g. too small, 

not perfect shape); orders from customers being changed 

or cancelled; or a lack of labour on the farm causing fruit 

to not be picked” 

 Food waste is “the discarding of food during distribution 

and marketing to consumers through retail or foodservice 

and subsequently in the home”. This includes “food and 

beverages that are donated to food rescue organizations 

but end up being discarded” 

 

FIGURE 1: DEFINING FOOD LOSS AND FOOD WASTE 

ACROSS THE FOOD VALUE CHAIN 

Source: VCMI, 2019 

                                                           

1 VCMI, 2019 

Figure 1 describes the stages of the food value chain which 

correlate with either food loss or food waste. As shown 

below, food loss is associated with production, post-harvest 

handling and storage, and processing and manufacturing. 

On the other hand, food waste is associated with distribution, 

retail and/or hotels, restaurants and institutions (HRI), and 

consumption. 

 

Furthermore, FLW may be defined as “avoidable” or 

“unavoidable”.1 

 Avoidable FLW includes food products – like 

potatoes – that reach the retail store, but they are 

not purchased by consumer and is considered 

“unexpected” FLW. Therefore, avoidable FLW 

presents the greatest opportunity to reduce FLW or 

‘rescue the edible food’.  

 Unavoidable FLW includes by-products of food 

production that are considered inedible – like 

husks, animal bones and planned waste that is 

created when processing occurs. Unavoidable FLW 

is considered to be “expected” FLW. 
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FLW in Canada 

Figure 2 describes the categories of FLW in Canadian 

households. Fruits and vegetables are the most wasted in 

households – comprising 30 per cent and 15 per cent 

respectively. Leftovers comprise 13 per cent of Canadian 

household food waste followed by bakery (nine per cent), 

dairy/eggs (seven per cent) and meat (six percent). Other 

food includes snacks, staples, drinks, desserts, and oil/fats. 

FIGURE 2: FOOD WASTED IN CANADIAN HOUSEHOLDS, 

2017 

 

Source: National Zero Waste Council 

                                                           

2 Alberta Agriculture and Forestry 

Table 1 describes the volume and value of avoidable FLW 

by the source within the food value chain. The largest 

volume of avoidable FLW occurs within processing and 

manufacturing, followed by consumer, HRI, retail, production 

(produce only) and lastly distribution. In total, the total 

monetary value of avoidable FLW equate to $49.5 billion. 

Impacts of FLW 

The impact of FLW falls into three categories – economic, 

social and environmental.2 

FLW has an economic impact. As previously stated, the 

monetary value of FLW in Canada is substantial. Not only 

does FLW impact a farmers’ profitability, it also impacts 

profitability post-farm gate. 

There are also social impacts of FLW. An increase in the 

demand for food – whether it is consumed or not – drives up 

prices and this would impact low-income families the most 

as a larger per cent of their income goes towards purchasing 

food. Furthermore, an increase in food efficiency could 

positively impact food security.  

Agri-food production is a resource intensive industry (i.e., 

water, land) and this means resources are wasted when 

FLW occurs. In addition, FLW that ends up in the landfill 

produce methane which contributes towards greenhouse 

gas (GHG) emissions.  
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FLW in the food chain 

Figure 3 describes where in the food chain unplanned, post-

processing (avoidable), potentially edible FLW occurs.1 

VCMI (2019) concluded that most FLW occurs in 

manufacturing (23 per cent), followed by households (21 per 

cent), processing (20 per cent), hotels, restaurants & 

institutions (13 per cent), retail (12 per cent), production (six 

per cent) and distribution (five per cent). Within retail and 

food service space, FLW is amounted to about quarter of 

total FLW. 

 

FIGURE 3: WHERE DOES FLW OCCUR IN THE FOOD CHAIN? 

 

Source: VCMI 

 

FLW in retail  

In Canada, studies have indicated that an estimated 12 per 

cent of avoidable food loss and waste occurs at the retail 

phase of the supply chain1. FLW may occur for a number of 

reasons including: 

 Produce aesthetics – produce that does not meet 

a retailers visual standards  

 Excess stock – oversupply due to poor inventory 

management or forecasting and consumers 

perception of part-filled shelves may lead to 

oversupply 

 Best before dates – products that are approaching 

or exceeding date labels 

 Other reasons may include Inadequate on-site 

storage and goods that are damaged upon arrival 

 

 

 

 

 

FLW in HRIs 

In Canada, studies have indicated that an estimated 13 per 

cent of avoidable food loss and waste occurs at the HRI 

phase of the supply chain.1 FLW occurs for a number of 

reasons including: 

 Plate waste – uneaten food that has been served 

to a customer; a large issue at buffets where food 

may be over-prepared to give the perception of 

variety and abundance 

 Preparation waste – food scraps and when food 

spoils before being used 

 Menu design – happens when the customer does 

not get to choose the type or quantity of food they 

receive (i.e., hospital) 
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Addressing FLW  

In the goal of addressing FLW, everyone – from consumers, 

producers, businesses and government – has a role to play. 

As shown in Figure 4, the most preferred solution for FLW is 

to reduce the amount of waste generated. The next best 

solution is to recover FLW by donating surplus food to those 

who need it or manufacturing animal feed or other food 

products. After that, the next best solution is to recycle. 

Recycling includes using FLW to create ingredients for 

products like pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, and fertilizers or to 

produce biodiesel from waste oils or renewable natural gas 

through anaerobic digestion. Recycling also includes 

creating compost from FLW. The least preferred solution is 

to dispose of FLW by sending to landfills or incineration.3 

Addressing FLW in retail and food service space 

Labelling  

Over the past few years, retailers have attempted to reduce 

produce waste by implementing labelling programs that aim 

to sell produce that would not have traditionally met a 

retailer’s visual standard. A study from UBC’s Sauder School 

of Business revealed that consumers expected imperfect 

produce to be less tasty and nutritious than produce that is 

visually appealing. 4 However, the researchers also 

concluded that this consumer hesitancy disappears when 

the produce is labelled “ugly” as this signals that the only 

differentiating factor is the aesthetic. Proper pricing was also 

shown to be important as too steep of price reduction meant 

that consumers expected the produce to be of lower quality.  

FIGURE 4: HIERARCHY OF SOLUTIONS TO ADDRESS FOOD 

LOSS AND WASTE 

Source: Adapted from Government of Canada 

                                                           

3 Government of Canada 

 

It was also noted that although many surveyed retailers 

preferred “imperfect”; however, researchers found that “ugly” 

labelling was more effective at generating click-through on 

online advertisements and driving consumers to purchase 

these products.  

Another way to potentially reduce FLW is to standardize and 

provide education on date labels. A better understanding of 

“best before” date labels may lead to a reduction in FLW as 

it may contribute to improved decision-making regarding the 

edibility of food products and may decrease the amount of 

food that is disposed of prematurely.3 

Technology 

A number of technological solutions have been implemented 

to reduce FLW. For example, there has been development 

of free applications – like Flashfood and Eatizz – that allow 

for retailers to promote food products that are approaching 

their best before or expiration date. Often times, this 

provides a discounted price to consumers and reduces 

potential FLW.  

Some retailers have started to track their inventory more 

carefully. This may include regularly scanning stock that is 

waste in order to compile data on why a product has not sold 

and where these products ended (i.e., landfill, donation, 

etc.). On the other hand, some retailers have also started to 

use blockchain technology in order to increase traceability. 

 

 

 

 

4 UBC Sauder School of Business  



 

Trends in Retail | Food loss and waste 7 

Classification: Public 

Education 

Education in important in addressing FLW. Retailer may 

influence consumer behavior through marketing practices 

and food skill education. For example, awareness about 

FLW has been raised at a national-level through the Love 

Food Hate Waste (LFHW) Canada campaign. 

Another resource that aims to provide information on FLW is 

National Zero Waste Council’s document entitled “Guidelines 

to Minimize Wasted Food and Facilitate Food Donations”.5 

This document provides a background on FLW, information 

on the health and safety regulations associated with 

donating food, information on managing food donations and 

industry-specific (i.e., processors, retailers, and food service 

providers) information on how to reduce FLW and donate it 

in different ways.  

Increasing food literacy is another way to address FLW and 

is one pillar of Health Canada’s “Healthy Eating Strategy”. 

By increasing food literacy, household food waste may be 

decreased by helping consumers shop more wisely and use 

the food that they purchase.  

What is being done in Alberta? 

In Alberta, steps are being taken to reduce FLW. For 

example, The Leftovers Foundation operates in three cities 

across Canada – Winnipeg, Calgary and Edmonton. In 2020, 

the Leftovers Foundation redirected almost 600,000 pounds 

of food from landfills to community members who needed it. 

This was equivalent to over 314,000 meals and over $1.2 

million saved. As their website states:6 

“The Leftovers Foundation is committed to reducing 

food waste, increasing access, and developing 

innovative, industry-leading social venture 

programs that change the way people think about 

sustainability. Our mission is to grow across 

Canada and provide an opportunity for hardworking 

volunteers, partners, donors, and service agencies 

to realize their visions – a world free of poverty, 

food waste, and environmental harm.  

Our social venture programs are changing the way 

people think about sustainability. Help us rescue 

food, increase access, and protect our 

environment.” 

In addition, the Food Rescue App was developed as a tech-

enabled solution to FLW and allows volunteers to choose 

times and routes that best suit their schedules. As a result of 

this app, 146 service agencies benefited, 221 businesses 

were able to donate food and over 4,700 routes were 

completed by volunteers. 

 

                                                           

5 National Zero Waste Council 

Key Takeaways 

 FLW is a global issue that has the potential to impact 

stakeholders across the food value chain. 

 

 FLW is an economic, social and environmental issue. For 

example, it is an economic issue because FLW has 

financial implications and FLW cost Canadians $17 billion 

in 2017. It is a social issue because surplus may be 

redirected which would increase food efficiency and 

security. It is an environmental issue because food 

production (i.e., production, storage, 

processing/manufacturing, transporting, distribution, and 

consumption) itself has an environmental footprint and 

when FLW occurs these resources are also wasted. 

 

 The hierarchy of solutions to address food waste states 

that reduction is the most preferred solution followed by 

recovering and then recycling. The least preferred solution 

to addressing food waste is disposal. 

 

 Some methods to address FLW in retail and food service 

space include labelling, technology, and education. 

 

Data Highlights 
This section provides an update on retail and food service 

sales trend data in Alberta.  

Table 2 provides data for retail food and beverage sales in 

Alberta. Retail food and beverage store sales were up six 

per cent in Q2-2021 compared to Q1-2021. Grocery stores 

recorded a three per cent sales increase. Specialty food 

stores recorded a one per cent reduction in sales. While 

beer, wine and liquor store sales increased by 20 per cent.  

However, annual Q2 sales were down by four per cent for 

food and beverage stores. Grocery stores reported a five per 

cent reduction in sales in Q2-2021 compared to Q2-2020. 

Annual Q2 sales increased by two per cent for specialty food 

stores. Though, annual Q2 sales for beer, wine and liquor 

stores decreased by one per cent. 

Lockdown measures and social distancing during the second 

wave (peaking in December 2020) and third wave (peaking 

in May 2021) of COVID-19 significantly affected food service 

sector sales. Q3-2020 saw a substantial increase in food 

service and drinking place sales – likely due to an ease in 

COVID-19 restrictions. However, restrictions continued to 

impact food service and drinking place sales in Q4-2020 into 

Q1-2021. Table 3 provides data for food service and 

drinking place sales in Alberta. Q2-2021 food service and 

drinking place sales increased by 14 per cent from Q1-2021. 

Reasons for this increase in sales may be due to continual 

6 Leftovers Foundation  
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easing of COVID-19 restrictions and the beginning of ‘patio 

season’ in Alberta. All categories of food service and 

drinking places experienced an increase in sales from Q1-

2021. Special food service sales increased by eight per cent, 

drinking place sales increased by 16 per cent, full-service 

restaurant sales increased by seven per cent and limited-

service eating place sales increased by 19 per cent.  

In terms of total value, annual quarterly sales for total food 

service and drinking places increased by 31 per cent 

between Q2-2020 and Q2-2021. Special food services 

restaurants, drinking places (alcoholic beverages), full 

service restaurants, and limited service eating places 

recorded significantly higher sales with 39 per cent, 72 per 

cent, 35 per cent, and 28 per cent respectively. 

TABLE 2: RETAIL FOOD AND BEVERAGE SALES IN 

ALBERTA 

(in thousand dollars) 

Source: Statistics Canada 

TABLE 3: FOOD SERVICE AND DRINKING PLACES SALES IN 

ALBERTA 

(in thousand dollars) 

Source: Statistics Canada 


