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Foreword 

Everybody creates it, and everybody expects it to be taken 
away, but very few of us think about how or where our 
food waste is managed once it enters the waste stream. Yet 
every year we throw away over 7 million tonnes of food 
and drink from our homes, with food waste accounting for 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ нл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǿŀǎǘŜ. 
 

Of course, preventing food waste from occurring in the first place is far better for the 
environment than any form of treatment, but no matter how careful our cooking or 

eating habits a certain amount of food waste is unavoidable ς from banana skins and tea 
bags, to meat bones and egg shells. 
 
Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŘǊȅΩ ǊŜŎȅŎƭŀōƭŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ 
metal, plastic and glass, the separate collection of food waste remains comparatively rare 
in London, with fewer than half of all households receiving a food waste collection 
service. At the same time London is struggling to meet its recycling targets while landfill 
capacity is fast running out. The case for improving the collection of food waste is 
therefore compelling. 
 
This report looks at steps that the Mayor, local authorities and central government can 
take to improve the management and treatment of food waste within London in order to 

reduce the amount that goes to landfill. 
 
During the course of our investigation we were pleased to receive evidence from a 
number of leading European cities as well as visiting a series of innovative community-led 
projects here in London. All these examples showed that the long-held view that food 
waste is too difficult and costly to collect in high-density urban London no longer holds 
true. 
 
In fact, we found that properly funded and well promoted food waste collections can 
actually reduce the amount of waste generated by households in the first place, 
potentially making the service cost-ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ Ƴƻre, as the costs of landfill continue 
to rise, the financial benefits of separate food waste collections will only increase further. 
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Like many world cities, London faces a series of challenges to its infrastructure over the 

coming years as its population continues to expand. It is clear, however, that the better 
management of food waste can play a major role in helping to meet this challenge, 
ensuring our city continues to operate efficiently and successfully, whilst also helping to 
deliver the commitment shared across all levels of government to support sustainable 
growth. 

 

 

 
Stephen Knight AM  
Chair of the London Assembly Environment Committee  
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Executive Summary 

Food waste is a huge environmental problem. The UK alone creates seven million tonnes 
of household food and drink waste, and sending that waste to landfill is especially 
harmful to the environment. There is political consensus that reducing the amount of 
landfilled bio-waste is a key policy priority. In London, the Mayor recognises that 
processing food waste will play an important role in boosting ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ recycling and 
composting rates. SŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘŦƛƭƭ ƛǎ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀƴ ǳǊƎŜƴǘ 
priority for practical reasons too: the Greater London area contains very little landfill 
capacity, and sites outside its boundaries accepting its municipal waste are expected to 
be full by 2025.   

Recent attention has rightly been focused on how much of the food we buy gets eaten.  
Supermarkets in particular have been criticised for the way that their buying and selling 
practices contribute to food waste. This report concentrates on what happens to the food 
we do throw away. The [ƻƴŘƻƴ !ǎǎŜƳōƭȅΩǎ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ /ommittee has looked at how 
well London is performing in collecting and processing food waste, and our report 
explores the potential strategies that will make recycling food waste more cost-effective, 
easier for residents and local authorities, and better managed. 

[ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ 

In recent years, London has greatly reduced the amount of domestic waste it sends to 
landfill, but food waste still accounts for around 20 per cent of its household waste. 

London also does not stand out nationally for its success in recycling τ while recycling 
rates vary widely across the capital, there is particularly low participation in inner London. 
More London boroughs are collecting food and green waste than in the past. However, 
London urgently needs to introduce or extend food waste recycling in its high-density 
housing stock.   

With tightening budgets, local authorities are often guided less by environmental 
concerns than they are by cost when choosing different recycling and processing 
methods. In general, separate food waste collections are likely to make waste 
management more effective overall, as food waste is one of the few waste streams that 
residents can directly control. Although more expensive, providing a separate collection 
for ŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ Ŏŀƴ Ǝƻ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŜcycling 

performance.  

Therefore we recommend that boroughs should endeavour to include separate food 
waste collections in their waste management regimes across all property types. 
Additionally, reliable data on food waste is scarce and this limits local authoritiesΩ ability 
to plan for effective service provision. We argue that more should be done by those 
involved in planning and managing waste and recycling to improve data collection on 
food waste. 
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Funding and costs  

For London boroughs, the biggest barriers to collecting food waste are financial as any 
financial benefits of separate food waste collections must outweigh the costs. We found 
that separate food waste collection schemes need not be more expensive than schemes 
that include bio-waste with other municipal waste. Programmes that offer authorities 
public funding and technical advice have been demonstrably successful.  Such support for 
local authorities should continue, or even expand. Consequently, we recommend that the 
Mayor should support London Councils in its efforts to secure additional resources from 
the Government to develop separate food and organic waste collection services.  He 
should also support waste reduction and recycling programmes such as the Waste and 
Resources Action programme (WRAP) or Recycle for London, and make a long-term 
commitment to protect ǘƘŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ²ŀǎǘŜ ŀƴŘ wŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ .ƻŀǊŘΩǎ ό[²!w.ύ budget, should 

[²!w.Ωǎ ǎŜƭŦ-financing capabilities not be sufficiently achieved. 

The costs of landfilling continue to rise but the landfill tax raised is not returned to 
London boroughs, as happens in Scotland and Wales.  At the same time, for boroughs 
that send residual waste for incineration with energy recovery, the cost issue is not 
landfill tax but gate fees.  The devolution of landfill tax to London would allow many 
authorities to invest more in food waste recycling and other sustainable waste 
management practices, and we argue that the Mayor should lobby the Government for 
this. 

Resident participation and communication 

Even when separate food waste collections are available, participation rates can remain 

ƭƻǿ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƛǎŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǾŜǊƳƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻŘƻǳǊΦ 
Communication is essential to increasing participation, and communication strategies 
need to be clear and consistent. The Committee recommends a strategic, pan-London 
approach. Additionally, boroughs should look for ways to extend and diversify their 
approach to inform residents more successfully about food waste recycling. 

Participation in separate food waste recycling generally declines with rising urban density. 
London urgently needs to improve its performance in recycling food waste from its 
high-density housing stock. Positive examples exist, such as Bexley in London or Milan in 
Italy, which provide best practices that may help others.  

It is crucial that new developments are designed to accommodate recycling.  Planning and 

design policies in London already take note of such issues but the Mayor must use his 
ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǿŀǎǘŜΩΦ  
Additional financial and technical support to waste collection authorities and community 
groups to retrofit alternative waste solutions, such as composting schemes or the 
removal of single stream waste chutes, would be welcomed. 

Processing and recycling household food waste  

London urgently needs new treatment facilities for organic waste. This investigation 
found that less than half ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴ and that, at 
present, only one plant in London provides dedicated organic waste treatment.  As a 
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growing city, London will require facilities to process about one million extra tonnes of 

food and green waste. While the Mayor is encouraging the development of further 
sustainable waste treatment facilities in London, it is hard to see where the funding will 
come from.  Therefore, we recommend that the Mayor uses some of his landholdings to 
enable ς or directly provide ς waste infrastructure, such as food waste processing plants. 

Finally, there is a perception within the waste industry that London is a complicated place 
to do business.  Long-term direction and security are, therefore, key to decision-making 
and delivery, but the interests of local authorities and the waste industry are not always 
aligned.  Stakeholders within the waste industry are calling for greater leadership and 
more coordinated policies. We found that there is a need for greater exchange of 
knowledge and understanding of need and demand, both between authorities and 
between the public and private sectors.  More widely, we argue, that both sides would 

benefit from a stronger brokerage role taken up by LWARB.   
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1  Introduction  

Food waste is a considerable environmental problem.  In the UK alone, we create 
7 million tonnes of household food and drink waste every year.  While around two thirds 
of this waste was collected by local authorities in 2012, most was in with the ΨǊŜǎƛŘǳŀƭΩ ƻǊ 
general waste, which may end up on landfill.  Only 11 per cent of the food was captured 
through separate collections of food waste.1 Sending food waste to landfill is especially 
harmful to the environment.  The methane and carbon dioxide released by organic waste 
in landfill sites globally adds an estimated 3.3 billion tonnes of greenhouse gases to the 
9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ.2     

There is political consensus in Europe that reducing the amount of landfilled bio-waste is 
a key policy priority.  This is backed up by a raft of legislation, incentives and penalties. 
The European Union Waste Framework Directive (WFD) stipulates that the separate 
collection of paper, metal, plastic and glass will become mandatory from 2015; the 
separate collection of bio-ǿŀǎǘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŦƻƻŘΣ ƛǎ άŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘέ. 3  At the same 
time, the Landfill Directive requires Member States to progressively reduce landfilling of 
municipal waste. In the case of the UK the adopted target is a reduction to 35 per cent of 
1995 levels by 2020.  A further legislative package recently presented by the European 
Commission proposes phasing out landfilling by 2025 for recyclable waste (including 
bio-waste) and enforcing separate collection streams; this has not been formally adopted 
but a further, purportedly more ambitious, programme of measures is expected later in 
2015.4 

In London, the Mayor recognises that processing food waste will play an important role in 
ōƻƻǎǘƛƴƎ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎǘƛƴg rates.  ¢ƘŜ aŀȅƻǊΩǎ aǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭ ²ŀǎǘŜ 
Management Strategy 2011 sets out his ambitions to reduce the amount of municipal 
waste produced, increase the amount of waste reused, recycled or composted, and 
generate low carbon energy from the residual waste.  The London Plan sets targets that 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ōƻǊƻǳƎƘǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ȊŜǊƻ ōƛƻŘŜƎǊŀŘŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎȅŎƭŀōƭŜ ǿŀǎǘŜ 
to landfill by 2026Σ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŎƻƳǇƻǎǘƛƴƎ рл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭ ǿŀǎǘŜ 
by 2020.    

These targets are challenging but separating out household food waste at source would 
significantly contribute towards the national and Mayoral targets.  Each tonne of food 

and drink waste diverted from landfill could reduce carbon emissions by 0.4-0.7 tonnes 
CO2 equivalent.5  Food waste can also provide green energy, thereby mitigating climate 
change, particularly through anaerobic digestion (AD). 

{ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘŦƛƭƭ ƛǎ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀƴ ǳǊƎŜƴǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ.  The 
Greater London area contains very little landfill capacity, and sites outside its boundaries 
accepting its municipal waste are expected to be full by 2025.   

However, London faces particular challenges in disposing of food waste cost-effectively.  
Funding structures for waste disposal in the city are complex.  Food waste recycling 
services are difficult to operate in areas of high-density housing.  It can be hard to 
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ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛŜƴǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ.  And, although technologies to 

treat food waste offer economic and environmental opportunities, creating the necessary 
infrastructure can be challenging when the needs of the waste industry conflict with 
those of local authorities.   

This report recognises that the public debate on food waste needs to shift from 
consumption to disposal.  Recent attention has rightly been focused on how much of the 
food we buy gets eaten.  Supermarkets, in particular, have been criticised for the way that 
their buying and selling practices contribute to food waste.  This report, in contrast, 
concentrates on what happens to the food we throw away.  The Committee has looked at 
how well London is performing in collecting and processing food waste, and our report 
explores the potential strategies that will make recycling food waste more cost-effective, 
easier for residents and local authorities, and better managed. 
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2 [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΥ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ Řƻ ǿŜ 
dispose of food waste?  

In recent years, London has greatly reduced the amount of domestic waste it sends to 
landfill.  In 2011/12, about 30 per cent of such waste went to landfill, a major 
improvement on previous years.  Although this figure is better than the average for 
England (which stands at 38 per cent), London still lags behind other European cities in 
Germany, Austria and the Nordic countries, many of which have practically phased out 
landfilling of municipal waste.6  This should continue to be our aspiration.  

Food waste accounts for around 20 per cent of household waste in the capital.  The 

Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP) estimates that 890,000 tonnes of food is 
thrown away in London each year, of which 540,000 tonnes is avoidable.   

Producing a separate collection of food waste can go some way towards improving an 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΦ   London already recycles dry waste 
successfully (paper, plastic and glass).  Success in managing food waste, however, is 
harder to achieve:  it is more difficult and costly to process.  London boroughs already 
spend over £50m per year disposing of household food waste, around 20 per cent of 
[ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ total waste treatment and disposal cost.7  As a result, boroughs have been 
slower to extend their collection and processing of food waste.   

Strategies and initiatives 

To achieve the greatest cost savings and environmental benefits, local authorities adopt a 
ΨǿŀǎǘŜ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅΩ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ όsee below).  This strategy seeks to minimise disposal to landfill 
by concentrating on preventing, reusing and recycling waste.  For food waste, this 
effectively means composting, anaerobic digestion, and incineration, particularly in 
waste-to-energy facilities.   

The Waste Hierarchy prioritises prevention, reuse and recycling 

 

{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ ¢ƘŜ aŀȅƻǊΩǎ ƳǳƴƛŎƛǇŀƭ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΣ нлмм 
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As different methods have similar environmental benefits, local authoritiesΩ choices are 

often determined by cost.  For example, according to Sutton and Wandsworth, only very 
small reductions in carbon are achieved by diverting food waste from an 
energy-from-waste (EfW) facility to a composting or AD process.  Data from the 
Department of Energy & Climate Change (DECC) and the Department for Environment, 
Food & Rural Affairs (Defra)8 indicates that there is often only a small difference in the 
environmental benefit between anaerobic digestion and other forms of energy recovery.  
Cost factors therefore become even more significant for strategic decision making. 

In their quest to prevent and reduce waste, local authorities are supported by a number 
of initiatives to reduce food waste.  In west [ƻƴŘƻƴΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ²w!tΩǎ Love Food Hate 
Waste campaign successfully encouraged people to change key targeted behaviours 
which then reduced the amount of avoidable food waste by an estimated 14 per cent in 

just six months.  The campaign included radio, digital and print advertising along with 
supporting events, and community engagement such as cookery classes and direct 
customer engagement through a network of volunteers. Such a model would be relatively 
easy to replicate in other boroughs and linked with a London-wide strategy.   

The MŀȅƻǊΩǎ ϻм Ƴillion FoodSave scheme helps small and medium-sized businesses to 
reduce food waste; and there are a number of community or charity schemes in 
operation ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨCƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƻŘΩ, a sustainable catering service that uses surplus 
produce, ƻǊ Ψtƭŀƴ½IŜǊƻŜǎΩ, a matchmaking service to connect businesses with surplus 
food to charities. 

Performance 

London as a whole does not stand out nationally for its success in recycling.  Since 2008, 
ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ-controlled waste sent to landfill has declined 
significantly, but the city, on average, still has one of the lowest household recycling rates 
among English regions, at 34 per cent.  Moreover, [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ǊŀǘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ 
virtually levelled over the last three years with almost half of London boroughs recycling 
less in 2013/14 than the previous year.9 

Rates for inner London, at 16 per cent, are exceptionally low.  The next poorest performer 
nationally ς the West Midlands ς has a total recycling rate of 31 per cent, nearly double 
that of inner London.10  However, recycling rates vary widely across London ς there are 
also boroughs that have achieved or exceeded a 50 per cent recycling rate.  A complex set 
of factors influences these rates, including demographics, the materials collected, the 

systems and containers used, communications, and the composition of housing stock.11 
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aŀǇ мΥ   [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǳǎƛƴƎΣ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎǘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ 

waste is low, particularly in central and north-eastern boroughs 

 

More London boroughs are collecting food and green waste than in the past.  According 
to London Councils, the number of boroughs providing such collection services has 
steadily increased to 51 per cent of households over the last 10 years, but 10 boroughs 
still do not collect domestic food waste at all.  In its own research, the Committee found 
that 23 out of the 33 boroughs currently collect food waste separately from other 
recycling, and from the residual waste, which is often destined for landfill.  These 
collections serve 1.7 million of households, a 14 per cent increase since 2011/12. 

There are 12 unitary authorities 
responsible for both collection 
and disposal of its waste in 

London. For the remaining 21 
London boroughs, disposal is 
arranged across four joint waste 
disposal authorities comprised of 
the East London Waste Authority 
(ELWA), North London Waste 
Authority (NLWA), Western 
Riverside Waste Authority 
(WRWA) and the West London 
Waste Authority (WRWA).12 

Map 2:   Strategic London Waste Authorities 

Source: www.londonwastemap.org 
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Map 3:   The majority of London boroughs offer separate food waste collections 

 

London urgently needs to introduce or extend food waste recycling in its high-density 
housing stock.  Most boroughs offer kerbside collections.  17 of the 33 London boroughs 
also offer collections from multi-storey flats or estates, but coverage is much lower here: 
only ten have an extended service to more than half of all flats.  16 boroughs do not 
collect food waste from flats at all; two of these have confirmed that they are introducing 
a collection service to some flats or estates.  The densely populated inner London 
boroughs, with high proportions of flats, tend not to have separate collections for food 
waste.  hǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƭŀŎƪ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ƻǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ 
waste collections.   
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Map 4:   Food waste collection from different property types varies across London 

 
In general, separate food waste collections are likely to make waste management more 

effective overall.  They can increase total recycling rates, which correlate strongly to the 
rates for organic recycling.  Separate collections can also help reduce the amount of food 
wasted in the home.  The London Borough of Hackney and others have reported, for 
example, that separate collections can prompt residents to notice how much food they 
are wasting.   

Food waste is also one of the few waste streams that residents can directly control.  In a 
recent workshop and survey on recycling, many participants considered collecting food 
waste the best thing their council could do to help them recycle more.  A quarter of a 
ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ: it is easy to identify and separate from other 
waste.13   

Some London local authorities collect food waste separate from garden waste while 
others collect it mixed, which can affect the choice and cost of processing.   
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Map 5:   Food and garden waste can be collected separately or mixed in London 

 

Outlook: can the boroughs do better? 

The Committee appreciates that it can be difficult for some London boroughs to extend or 
introduce separate collections for food waste.  The Environmental Services Association 
(ESA) strongly supports separate collections, but is not in favour of making them 

mandatory (as suggested in the past by the EU Commission).  The Association believes 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ΨƻƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
notes: ά¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǿŀǎǘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎchemes is complex and depends on factors such as 
the demographics, geography, housing stock and proximity to treatment facilitiesέΦ14 

Authorities may find it harder in the future to find the advice they need.  Defra continues 
to help authorities sustainably manage their food waste, with technical support and 

information about appropriate treatment options.15  At the end of 2013, however, the 
Department announced that it would scale back support to local authorities in this area.16 

London waste authorities have offered us other reasons for not implementing separate 
food waste collections.  In their evidence to us, they have cited the need to meet costs, to 
address existing waste contracts, to achieve high participation rates, and to manage 
collections from high-rise properties as barriers to progress.  Opportunities to instigate 
and extend food waste collections will arise, however, such as when existing waste 
contracts end.  We believe that authorities should plan now to take advantage of these 
opportunities.   
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Recommendation 1 

Following the final local government finance settlement for 2015/16, every London 
borough should allocate available resources to include separate food waste collections 
in their waste management regimes, across all property types. 

 
Data collection and monitoring 

Reliable data on food waste is hard to come by.  At the national level, information about 
local authority collected waste is reasonably well gathered, through reporting and 
tracking systems ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 5ŜŦǊŀΩǎ ²ŀǎǘŜ5ŀǘŀCƭƻǿ.  But tƘŜ IƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ [ƻǊŘǎΩ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 
¦ƴƛƻƴ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ άŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛǎ ŀ Řŀǘŀ-ǇƻƻǊ ŀǊŜŀέΦ17  

Information on consumer participation or capture rates, which would give a picture of 
how much food waste remains in residual bins, is particularly scant .  The data that does 
exist varies greatly in substance and format: many boroughs do not analyse waste 
composition or participation levels.   

Recommendation 2 

The London Waste and Recycling Board (LWARB), in partnership with the GLA, 
Boroughs and the Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP) should improve 
data collection on food waste so that better projections of need and demand can be 
ƳŀŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƻƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘŦƛƭƭ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ 
can be assessed. Annual food waste recycling statistics for local authorities should be 

made available on the London Data Store. 
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3    Funding and costs 

For London boroughs, the biggest barriers to collecting food waste are financial.  To begin 
with, local authorities must be convinced that separate food waste collection can be 
cost-effective.  They must receive adequate financial support to set up and operate the 
schemes.  Contractual arrangements need to be flexible enough to allow boroughs to 
rationalise and share services if necessary.  The costs of landfill continue to rise and 
London boroughs currently do not benefit from devolved landfill tax, in the way that 
authorities in Scotland and Wales do. 

Making food waste disposal cost-effective 

The financial benefits of separate food waste collections must outweigh the costs.  One 
critical factor is take-up rate among residents.  Effective food waste collection can reduce 
the amount of waste generated in the first place, potentially making the organics service 
cost-neutral.  Enough people must use the service to offset the costs of set-up and 
collection.18  The following chapter points to ways of ensuring good participation rates. 

Evidence from elsewhere suggests that separate food waste collection schemes need not 
be more expensive than schemes that include bio-waste with other municipal waste.  
Many innovative and cost-effective separate collection schemes have been implemented 
in the south of Europe, in parts of the UK and in some new EU Member States.19  For 
example, in Milan, Italy, between 80 and 90 percent of households, mostly in blocks of 
flats, are regularly separating their food waste, while in Hackney good levels of 

participation are recorded for street-level properties. In Waltham Forest an improved 
waste collection service achieved significant financial savings (see box below). 

A number of factors influence feasibility: the availability of funding, the costs of landfill 
disposal, participation rates, contractual arrangements and, not least, the costs of 
equipment.  Providing free bags, for example, is an obvious cost, although they are 
popular among users.20  Offering new users free bags for an initial period might help to 
limit costs overall.  

Case study ς costs and benefits 

The London Borough of Waltham Forest negotiated a new waste collection contract in 

2011 with specifications designed around the preferences of residents as expressed in a 
consultation the previous year.  The new service maintains a weekly residual and dry 
recycling collection and has increased an existing food and garden waste service.  By 
using split-body vehicles and double-shift working on recycling collections, the scheme 
has saved £2 million per year.  By giving residents recycling bins instead of boxes and 
reducing the size of residual waste bins, the authority has increased the amount of 
recycling materials collected from the kerbside by 17.6 per cent in the last year.  At the 
same time, resident satisfaction with the waste collection service has risen to 82 per 
cent - an increase of 32 per cent since 2011.21 



  

19 
 

Opportunities for rationalising and sharing waste services 

There are opportunities for waste authorities to rationalise their operations and achieve 
significant savings.  Data collected by the Committee shows that existing food waste 
collection arrangements vary greatly across London: In 20 boroughs, food and residual 
waste is being collected by five different operators; the other 13 boroughs manage the 
service themselves.  Waste is sent, by 12 different operators, to 14 different locations 
within and outside London for processing (nine locations for food that was collected 
separately from the residual waste).  In comparison, in Berlin, a city of 3.5 million people, 
only two operators manage the separate waste collection, recycling and processing, as 
well as street cleaning and other services. 

Public funding schemes and other support  

Programmes that offer authorities public funding and technical advice have been 
noticeably successful.  LWARB, for example, has established a ΨFlats Recycling 
ProgrammeΩ and a ΨDriving Up Performance FundΩ, which have helped to extend food 
waste collections to around 95,000 households across seven London boroughs.  The 
Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG) has offered funds to seven 
boroughs, through its Weekly Collection Support Scheme, to help extend food waste 
collections. 

Such support for local authorities must continue and expand.  London Councils has asked 
the Government to provide further support for separate food and organic waste 
collection services.  The House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
Committee has made a similar call: in its recent inquiry on waste management in England, 
it heard that, despite the success of high-ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨwŜŎȅŎƭŜ bƻǿΩ ƻǊ Ψ[ƻǾŜ 
CƻƻŘ IŀǘŜ ²ŀǎǘŜΩ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ 5ŜŦǊŀ Ƙŀǎ Ŏǳǘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ²w!t ŀƴŘ YŜŜǇ 
Britain Tidy.22  

LWARB has in the past received capital and revenue grant funding from Defra. This 
funding, which has been gradually reduced of the past years, is due to run out this year.  
LWARB is expected to continue covering its operational costs and carry on investing in a 
pipeline of investment opportunities through its own revolving investment fund. It has 
also announced a partnership programme with WRAP. 

Recommendation 3 

The Mayor should join London Councils in its efforts to secure additional resources 

from the Government to develop separate food and organic waste collection services.   
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Recommendation 4 

Alongside government funding the Mayor should make available from his own 
resources ongoing funding for waste reduction and recycling programmes such as the 
Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP) or Recycle for London. 

Should ǘƘŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ²ŀǎǘŜ ŀƴŘ wŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ .ƻŀǊŘΩǎ όLWARB) self-financing capabilities not 
be sufficiently achieved, the Mayor should make a long-term commitment to protect 
[²!w.Ωǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ [²!w. ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ 
boroughs and successfully embed food waste recycling in their waste management 
strategies.  This could be achieved, for example, by including funding for LWARB in the 
GLA budget plans through to 2018/19, or by entering into contracts with LWARB for 
funding in return for delivery. 

 

Landfill tax and gate fees  

The costs of landfilling continue to rise.  Although boroughs have significantly reduced 
their reliance on landfill in recent years, some (for example, Wandsworth) have not saved 
enough on landfill tax to cover the cost of providing a separate food waste collection. 

At present, the landfill tax raised is not returned to London boroughs, as it is in Scotland 
and Wales.  Devolving this tax would allow authorities to invest more in food waste 
recycling and other sustainable waste management practices.  The London Finance 
Commission has already argued that London should enjoy greater financial and fiscal 

control.23  London Councils has subsequently asked the Government to consider 
devolving the landfill tax to London.24  

For boroughs that send residual waste for incineration with energy recovery, the cost 
issue is not landfill tax but gate fees.  Gate fees for organic waste treatment plants are 
generally lower than for residual waste plants.  For some authorities (Bexley, for 
example), the residual waste gate fee is the financial motivator to set up a separate food 
waste collection; for others, this potential saving can be negated by the higher costs 
involved in collecting, providing equipment and promoting the scheme. 

Recommendation 5 

In line with the London CƛƴŀƴŎŜ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 
allowed to make additional self-determined investments in its own infrastructure, the 
Mayor should lobby the Government for the devolution of landfill tax to London. 
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4   Resident participation and communication 

Even when separate food waste collections are available, participation rates can remain 
ƭƻǿ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƛǎŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǾŜǊƳƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻŘƻǳǊΦ 
Communication is essential to increasing participation, and communication strategies 
need to be clear and consistent. A strategic, pan-London approach would be beneficial. 
Thus, the Committee recommends that the Mayor should work with LWARB and London 
Councils to establish a more consistent, London-wide approach to communication about 
food waste. Additionally, boroughs should look for ways to extend and diversify their 
approach to inform residents more successfully about food waste recycling. 

Communicating with residents 

The most common reasons given by residents for not recycling food waste tend to be 
assumptions rather than real problems.  Residents spoke to the Committee, for example, 
of their concerns about hygiene, odour or vermin ς issues that were considered 
significantly less important by those residents who participated in the collections. 25  
Many households believe that they are not producing enough food waste to make 
participating in recycling worthwhile.  In fact, ²w!t Ƙŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ CƻƻŘ ²Ŝ 
WasǘŜΩ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ to generate no food waste at all produce on 
average 2.9 kg per week.26 

Most of these issues can be addressed by consistent, clear and regular communication.27  
Many people do not understand what happens to their waste after it leaves their home.  

Residents have called for more detailed information to build their trust in the system, as 
well as interest in the environmental benefits.  Charlotte Morton, Chief Executive at the 
Anaerobic Digestion & Bioresources Association said: άLǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ 
population as a whole, to understand why they are being asked to segregate their food 
waste and what the benefit is to them.  ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦέ28  
Residents are also often confused by the range of services and collection systems provided 
in different areas.29   

Improving equipment and schedules 

People are more likely to participate in food recycling if containers are the right size and 
easy to use.  Containers outside a property are inconvenient; residents interviewed 
ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘ {L¢!Ωǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŜŦǊŀΩǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƻƭŜƴ ƻǊ ŘŀƳŀƎŜŘ ōƛƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

stopped them from recycling.30  Indoor caddies for interim storage can be more 
acceptable, especially for wet items.  Free biodegradable bin liners also encourage 
participation and reduce the danger of contamination.  Providing bags, however, 
represents a cost for local authorities; in some cases, using newspaper to wrap waste has 
been successfully promoted. 

The most effective food waste schemes offer a weekly collection.  Evidence collected by 
WRAP and other organisations suggests that collections can achieve high levels of public 
support where food waste is collected weekly, even if residual waste is collected 
fortnightly.   
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Collecting from estates and blocks of flats 

Participation in separate food waste recycling generally declines with rising urban 
density.31  !ǊƻǳƴŘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǎǘƻŎƪ ƛǎ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-occupancy ς the proportion is 
much higher in inner London ς and it generates 40 per cent of municipal waste.32  
Collecting this waste presents particular difficulties: storage space is extremely limited, 
and residents can find it hard to carry waste to a central collection point.  Authorities 
struggle to promote recycling to the often diverse and hard-to-reach groups living in flats 
and estates.  As a result, recycling performance from these properties is, on average, only 
10 per cent.   

Maximising participation in high-density housing areas 

Experience suggests that boroughs should make targeted interventions to encourage 

residents in these areas to recycle their food waste.  Such interventions can include: 

¶ bin cleaning advice or services; 

¶ a range of bin and container options, to cater for the needs of different 
households; 

¶ free caddies or bin liners; 

¶ suggestions for alternatives to using a kitchen container or biodegradable bags, 
for example to wrap food waste in newspaper; 

¶ more information on the scheme itself, including the end uses for compost and 
digestate; 

¶ regular reminders, particularly to capture new in-movers, for example with 
Council Tax bills; and 

¶ incentives or rewards, for example Council Tax reduction for participants (see 
box below). 

Case study - Incentives 

The London Borough of Bexley specifically targets residents in blocks of flats to join its 
Green Points scheme, part funded by LWARB.  Points are awarded for increased 
recycling which residents can use to claim discounts and offers provided by retailers on 
local high streets.  Recycling rates have gone up since the scheme began and it is now 
being rolled out to more properties.33 

 

Recommendation 6 

Boroughs should consider introducing specific measures and incentives to increase 
resident participation in separate food waste recycling collections, particularly in flats 
and estates, thereby reducing the amount of food waste in the residual waste stream. 
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Communication and marketing approaches 

Communication is an essential element in increasing levels of participation in food 
recycling.   Successful trials in various countries have highlighted the benefit of educating 
communities on the merits of recovering food waste.34  London boroughs can learn from 
these initiatives, both in promoting the benefits of collecting food waste and offering 
practical advice. 

Communication strategies need to be consistent.  Promotional campaigns must present 
potentially competing messages as a package: on prevention, home composting and 
recycling food.  The public often has little grasp of the waste hierarchy, and authorities 
need to explain how Londoners should prioritise their behaviour.   

A strategic, pan-London approach is essential, but currently not sufficiently visible.  

Residents living and working in different boroughs, for example, need to be provided with 
consistent messages.  [ƻƴŘƻƴ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǘǊŀƴǎƛŜƴǘ 
population, especially people that do not speak English as a first language, as particularly 
hard to engage.   Collaboration between boroughs and other authorities is essential: 
standard messages, slogans and graphics, jointly adopted by all participating boroughs, 
could help raise awareness and change behaviours more widely.   

¢ƘŜ нлмп ǊŜǇƻǊǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ¦Ǌώōƛƴϐ LǎǎǳŜΩ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΥ ά¢ƘŜ aŀȅƻǊ ŀƴŘ [²!w. ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 
the sort of leadership to help find a better balance between localisation and the 
devolvement of decisions and choices on recycling, combining local insight and knowledge 
ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘέΦ35  

Support for boroughs in developing their communication strategies is available from 
LWARB.   In June 2014, the Board re-launched its Borough Communication Support 
Programme, including a £100,000 fund which offers support and advice, mainly through 
WRAP.  One of the priority areas for this new fund is low performing areas such as estates 
and large blocks of flats. 

Tools and messages 

London boroughs can use a range of communication tools to raise awareness and engage 
communities.  They should send out ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
recycling, explain the environmental benefit of separating food waste, and offer simple 
solutions.  Boroughs can choose the tools that are most suited to local circumstance, or 
follow a joint approach with other boroughs to generate more consistent messages 

beyond borough boundaries (see box overleaf). 
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Tools that work 

° Mail drops with letters and leaflets, 
booklets or bin stickers 

° Door knocking and canvassing exercises, 
particularly aimed at low participation 
areas 

° A dedicated enquiry hotline during the 
early weeks of a new or changed scheme  

° A dedicated webpage combined with the 
use of social media such as Twitter 

° Press adverts and articles in the local 
press/borough magazines and local 
radio adverts  

° Outdoor adverts on bus backs, refuse 
vehicles, bus stops, town centre 
ōŀƴƴŜǊǎΣ ŎȅŎƭƛǎǘǎΩ ƧŀŎƪŜǘǎΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎƘƻǇǎΣ or 
community notice boards  

° Offering advice at roadshows, drop in 
sessions, information stalls in town 
centres and at local markets  

° 9ǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ άDǊŜŜƴ /ƘŀƳǇƛƻƴǎέ ǘƻ 

target specific groups or communities 
and to support council staff 

° Use of colour coded bin stickers with 
pictorial images of items including a 
budget for replacement bin stickers at 
reasonable intervals 

Messages that work 

° Fostering a better understanding 
about end uses for recycled 
household food waste and promoting 
the value of these uses  

° Communicating reasons why people 
should want to participate and 
explaining how home composting and 
food waste collection complement 

each other  

° Setting out practical information on 
making food waste recycling as easy 
and convenient as possible such as 
cleaǊ ΨŘƻǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘǎΩ  

° Including feedback and updates on 
how residents and the waste 
authorities have been performing, 
providing positive feedback  

° Including incentives like a voucher for 
free caddy liners, prize competitions, 
or a points scoring system to access 
incentives 

° Combine cohesive and consistent 
messages and branding, for example 
by applying standard WRAP 
iconography across all types of 
communication  

Sources36 
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Boroughs in London and beyond use a range of messages and tools to communicate with 

residents.  Greater Manchester, for example, Ƙŀǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ Ǌǳƴ ƛǘǎ ΨwƛƎƘǘ ǎǘǳŦŦΣ ǊƛƎƘǘ ōƛƴΩ 
campaign, which used tags to highlight the correct separation of materials, and included 
follow-up visits to households where continued contamination occurred.  Other boroughs 
use imagery and messaging to promote forthcoming collection schemes, give instructions 
and offer practical suggestions. 

Bournemouth Council promotes its new food waste scheme 

 
Source: www.bournemouth.gov.uk 

Hackney Council includes practical suggestions in its food recycling campaign 

 
Source: www.hackney.gov.uk 

  




































