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Good morning, everyone. I am honored to represent Sustainable Jersey for Schools today on this panel. I am going to share how our statewide program serves as a model for advancing school sustainability, and will show in particular how the model applies to empowering schools take on food waste. So, let's dive in.



About Sustainable Jersey for Schools

 Provides broad framework for advancing sustainability in NJ public schools
 Choice of 100+ actions in 22 categories  

 Provides guidance, training, and grants to help schools implement sustainability 
initiatives

 Recognizes accomplishments with certification and special awards

1,237 schools registered
67% District Participation

358 Schools Currently Certified 

>$3.6 Million in $2K and $10K 
Grants Distributed

Funded by New Jersey Education Association 
& PSEG Foundation.
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To understand our approach to food waste, it helps to understand the Sustainable Jersey for Schools model. 
We provide a comprehensive framework for public schools to tackle complex issues like food waste, recycling, and energy efficiency. 
The program’s 100+ actions in 22 diverse categories provide the roadmap to drive change.  Each Action provides step-by-step guidance and resources for implementation.
Today, 67% of New Jersey public school districts participate in our program—representing over 1,200 schools. 
Our points-based certification offers Bronze and Silver recognition, requiring both local Green Team action and formal School Board approval. 
Crucially, we back up this framework with real funding: over $3.6 million in small grants has been distributed to districts and schools throughout the state, with our partners at the New Jersey Education Association and PSEG Foundation. 
This combination of clear guidance, board buy-in, seed funding, and public recognition turns sustainability goals into active projects.  



Scale of Food Waste & The Local Hunger Paradox

School cafeterias generate substantial organic waste while local communities face food insecurity.

• 30% to 40% of the entire United 
States food supply is lost or wasted.
• Resource Drain: Uneaten food 
consumes 16% of U.S. cropland and 
15.5% of freshwater.
• Landfill Impact: Food waste accounts 
for 24% of municipal solid landfill 
inputs.

Double Financial Penalty
Schools pay twice—first to buy unused food, then pay 
trash hauling fees for disposal
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Now to focus on our food waste category of actions.  When we talk about school food waste, the numbers are staggering. A 2019 study by the WWF found that nationally, K-12 schools threw away 1 billion pounds of food in a year. Uneaten food consumes 16% of U.S. cropland and 15.5% of freshwater, only to become 24% of all municipal landfill inputs. 
Here in New Jersey, this waste creates a glaring paradox: 1 in 7 children—over 271,000 kids state-wide—face food insecurity. Yet, perfectly good food gets tossed into cafeteria trash cans daily. Financially, schools pay twice: first to purchase the unused food, and second to pay heavy solid waste tipping fees charged per ton. Addressing food waste is both a moral imperative and a financial necessity.



Regulatory Environment Driving Action

Federal and New Jersey legislation reinforces the imperative for reducing school food waste.

2015 Federal 
Goal

• First national food 
loss and waste 
reduction goal 
launched by EPA 
and USDA.
• Calls for a 50% 
reduction in food 
waste nationwide by 
2030.

2017 NJ State Law
• Senate Bill S3027: 
Mandates New Jersey 
reduce municipal solid 
food waste 50% by 
2030.
• Assembly Bill A306: 
Establishes New 
Jersey's first school food 
waste guidelines.

2023 SJS 
Guidance

• Updated actions 
and comprehensive 
School Food Waste 
Toolkit released.
• Guides schools 
directly on waste 
audits, share 
tables, composting, 
and other practices.

2026 NJ State Law
• Bill S2464/A2090 
requires solid waste 
management districts 
and the DEP to cut 
disposed food waste 
50% by 2035 relative to 
a 2022 baseline. 
• DEP to ease regulatory 
bottlenecks for building 
local composting and 
organics recycling 
infrastructure
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Interest in school food waste is not happening in a vacuum—it is driven by major policy shifts. In 2015, the United States Environmental Protection Agency and USDA set a federal target to reduce food waste by 50% by 2030. New Jersey followed in 2017 with landmark legislation: Senate Bill S3027 codified the 50% waste reduction goal into state law, while Assembly Bill A306 established New Jersey's first official food waste guidelines for schools. To help districts respond to their students and staff interest in reducing cafeteria waste, Sustainable Jersey for Schools released updated certification actions and a complete School Food Waste Toolkit in 2023. More recently, NJ passed new laws to further ensure that food stays out of the trash.



Transforming School Food Waste
Pilot Study at 3 NJ Schools (1,750 Combined Enrollment) 
2021-2023 Pilot study outcomes demonstrate dramatic waste reduction and organic material recycling

Baseline Waste
62,150 lbs

(31 Tons)
Initial food waste generation 
across pilot schools prior to 
intervention.

Post-Intervention Waste 
34,036 lbs

(17 tons)
45% Reduction

Achieved via behavior change 
strategies such as Offer vs. Serve & 
student education.

Composted
31,680 lbs

92%
Remaining waste diverted from 
trash via composting.

Share Tables
Students place 
unopened snacks, milk, 
and whole fruit on share 
tables for peers to enjoy, 
rescuing edible food 
from trashl.

Composting
Food scraps separated 
at cafeteria sorting 
stations were
composted on site, 
turning waste into 
nutrient-rich soil.

Students are allowed to refuse 
some components of a meal 
that they do not want.
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To develop guidance on reducing school food waste we partnered with Rutgers Cooperative Extension to conduct a pilot study at 1 elementary and 2 middle schools with a combined enrollment of 1,750 students. This work was funded by the NJDEP.  The study assessed the impact of assorted interventions on the amount of food waste generated.  At baseline, the pilot schools generated over 62,000 pounds—or 31 tons—of food waste per year. By implementing simple, high-impact strategies to change behaviors—such as student education, Offer vs. Serve, and Share Tables—the pilot schools achieved a 45% reduction in total food waste generated, bringing waste down to 34,000 pounds. Furthermore, of the remaining waste, 92% was successfully diverted from landfills through in-vessel composting. 



Waste Audits Set the Stage for Taking Action

Key Audit Discoveries
• Liquid Milk is #1 Wasted Item

Accounted for 270.3 lbs in baseline 
audit (single largest waste stream).
• Whole Fruits & Produce #2

Apples, oranges, and fruit cups totaled 
over 220 lbs of avoidable waste.
• Data Drives Strategy

Audits inform what interventions (Offer 
vs Serve, Share Tables) are needed.
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Waste audits are an important tool to draw attention in a visceral way to the amount and type of food being wasted. The data shown here from one of the pilot study schools reveal what is actually ending up in school trash cans. Unopened and half-consumed liquid milk was by far the single largest wasted item by weight at over 270 pounds. The audits provide baseline data that schools can use to effectively target their interventions. 



The 5-Pillar Playbook

How New Jersey schools achieved significant results to reduce food waste.
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The experiences of the pilot schools to address food waste make up a 5-Pillar Playbook: 1. Measure waste via audits, 2. Educate students and staff, 3. Implement Smarter Lunchroom nudges, 4. Recover edible food via Share Tables, and 5. Divert organic waste to composting. Pillar 1—Measure—is the bedrock of this entire framework. Starting each school year with a waste audit galvanizes students and staff to take action and charts the course. 



Actions To Reduce School Food Waste

The Sustainable Jersey for Schools program offers guidance and incentives to complete these actions – 
schools earn points toward the 150 points needed for certification.

• Waste Audit 10-20 points – priority action

• Campaign To Reduce School Food Waste 10 points

• Food Recovery - Share Tables & Donation 10-20 points

• Food Service Training & Best Practices to Reduce Food Waste 10 points

• Food Waste Recycling/Composting 15 points

• Recycling Non-Mandated Materials 5-20 points

• School Gardens 10-30 points

View all actions at: https://www.sustainablejerseyschools.com/actions/
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Actions in the Sustainable Jersey for Schools certification program incentivize and help schools implement waste reduction practices.  Each Action provides clear step-by-step guidance and resources. Key actions include conducting a Waste Audit—which is a designated Priority Action worth up to 20 points—running student campaigns to reduce cafeteria waste, establishing Share Tables and food donation, training cafeteria staff, and launching composting or school garden programs. Schools earn points for each completed action, building toward the 150 points required for certification. This certification recognition system gives Green Teams the institutional leverage needed to gain administration and school board support.
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