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SEATTLE PUBLIC UTILITIES AND FOOD RESCUE 
Seattle is one of the fastest growing cities in the U.S., presenting both opportunities and 
challenges for food waste. As more people and businesses enter the city, more food enters our 
waste stream. Nearly 30 percent of what is going to the landfill is food. At the same time, the 
rising cost of living is likely contributing to more families making difficult choices between 
paying for housing, food, medical costs, and other essentials. 

Seattle Public Utilities (SPU) oversees garbage, recycling, and compost collection contracts, 
develops policies to encourage waste prevention and recycling, and manages significant 
infrastructure to ensure safe, efficient disposal. As a leader in the solid waste management 
industry, SPU has joined other cities, states, and regional coalitions in committing to cutting 
food waste by 50 percent from 2015 levels by 2030, leading with prevention and rescue. 

SPU’s past food rescue work has included funding for food rescue equipment and research into 
other strategic ways SPU could foster systemic change. SPU seeks to leverage multi-sector 
solutions that break down silos, build collaboration, use current technology, and center 
present-day food insecurity challenges. 

THE FOOD RESCUE INNOVATION INITIATIVE 
Beginning in 2018, SPU has invited diverse stakeholders across the regional food supply chain to 
collaborate in finding solutions that go beyond incremental efficiency improvements or one-
time investments. SPU established a partnership with Chef Tom French, Food Services Director 
of Mary’s Place, a local non-profit organization that provides shelter and services to families 
experiencing homelessness. Over the past two years, SPU and Mary’s Place have jointly 
convened a series of stakeholder engagement sessions. The resulting Food Rescue Innovation 
Initiative has been an iterative and collaborative process of gaining a deeper understanding of 
the challenges we face while exploring new approaches. 

To date, the initiative has engaged over 80 stakeholders from over 50 organizations in a variety 
of formal and informal ways, including: 

• Food Rescue Innovation Labs (2): These large, facilitated, all-day workshops brought 
together 50 to 60 diverse stakeholders to explore human impacts through sharing data 
and storytelling, challenge assumptions, identify barriers and constraints, and explore 
opportunities to collaborate. 

• Food Rescue Transportation Roundtables (3): These smaller meetings brought together 
transportation and logistics experts from Seattle’s food banks, meal programs, and the 
organizations that support them. Feedback from roundtable participants helped SPU 
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scope a research project with the University of Washington’s Supply Chain 
Transportation and Logistics Center.  

• Food Rescue Conversation & Luncheon (1): Mary’s Place and SPU hosted a conversation 
with many of the Lab and Roundtable participants, organized around a meal to deepen 
conversation among stakeholders and reflect together about potential next steps. 

• One-on-One and Small Group Discussions: SPU and Mary’s Place engaged with 
stakeholders outside of formal convenings to further explore partnership opportunities. 

KEY CHALLENGES 
Throughout these many convenings and discussions, several key themes emerged. 

A) Our complex, siloed system drives a collective scarcity mindset. The Seattle region is served 
by at least 30 food banks and far more meal programs. Each of these organizations are 
operating separate vehicles, volunteers, staff, and facilities. This complex system produces 
siloed organizations that are competing for the same funding, food, storage, transportation, 
and volunteers. This leads to: 

• Lack of transparency and trust 
• Reduced collaboration, including pooling of resources and coordinated logistics 
• Insufficient equipment (such as trucks and cold storage) and staffing to rescue enough 

food to meet the demand 

B) Insufficient communication between donor and recipient organizations results in missed 
opportunities, greater waste, and perceived scarcity. For example, when one organization is 
unable to distribute food quickly enough, stronger communication channels might enable 
sharing or transfer to another organization before the food safety window closes. 

C) Lack of accurate, robust data across the system (e.g., quantity/quality/type of foods being 
recovered, distributed, consumed, and wasted at various stages; availability and efficiency of 
transportation and logistics assets) leads to: 

• Uninformed assumptions and day-to-day decision-making regarding logistics and 
inventory management 

• Inability to critically assess patterns, progress, and opportunities that could inform 
strategic decision-making about staffing, training, logistics, and fundraising 

• Difficulty engaging data-driven funders 

D) There is a need to develop shared language that is clear in its meaning and respectful of all 
stakeholders. While the term “food waste” is well-known, many stakeholders do not care for its 
connotation: businesses don’t think of their donated food as “waste,” hunger relief 
organizations don’t want to portray the food they provide their customers as “waste,” nor do 
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these customers want to eat “waste” (nor perhaps rescued or recovered food). It is important 
to frame challenges and opportunities in an inclusive, unbiased way that is respectful, 
encourages ongoing learning and engagement across the system, and centers human and 
environmental impacts. 

AVAILABLE RESOURCES 
Despite these challenges, there are many reasons to be hopeful. 

• Momentum is building. All stakeholders expressed a shared desire – through words and 
actions – to address both wasted food and food insecurity. 

• There is enough food. Although Seattle food banks and meal programs report that one 
of their greatest challenges is obtaining quantities of edible, nutrient-dense foods such 
as dairy, meat, fruits, and vegetables, we know that food constitutes nearly 30 percent 
of what is going to landfill. Further, while community organizations report challenges in 
meeting demand for food, anecdotal stories from some of these same nonprofits also 
indicate there is more available food than they can collect and re-distribute, and the 
volume continues to grow. 

• Seattle has the expertise and funding to make a change. Seattle has an abundance of 
expertise in transportation and storage logistics, technology, data analysis, and 
philanthropic funding. All of these are critical to develop more contemporary, 
innovative, and adaptive solutions. 

POTENTIAL FOCUS AREAS 
In 2020, SPU plans to build on these learnings to deepen its work in food rescue by leveraging 
existing expertise, resources, and partnerships. SPU is seeking partners to conduct on-the-
ground pilots to address the following goals: 

• Increase successful redistribution of healthy surplus food to those in need. 
• Increase communication between donors and recipient organizations. 
• Test different approaches for sorting, storing, and moving surplus food. 
• Gather baseline data to better define challenges and opportunities. 

These pilots might: 

• Test a system to rapidly share food between hunger relief organizations when one 
organization has more than can be redistributed before it can be consumed. 

• Foster donor-recipient collaborations that increase communication, employee 
education, quality of donated food, and/or efficiencies of donation logistics. 
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• Measure the amount of food that is successfully distributed to the ultimate consumer 
(food insecure individuals/families) and identifying reasons for loss. 

• Test methods to make surplus food more readily accessible, such as mobile pantries or 
deeply discounted food sold by the original retailer directly to people in need. 

• Test ways to extend the life of rescued food and redistributing it to hunger relief 
organizations and people in need. 

• Pool resources across the supply chain to share storage, transportation, staff, and 
knowledge. 

KEY PARTNERS 
While a cross-section of stakeholders has surfaced many challenges and opportunities, the next 
steps require more than SPU’s current funding, staffing, and expertise alone. Here is a short list 
of partners we are seeking to continue moving this work forward: 

• Surplus food generators such as food retailers and food distributors 
• Hunger relief organizations such as brokers, food banks, and meal programs 
• Community-based partners that can connect food rescue to community well-being such 

as healthcare providers, faith-based organizations, and educational institutions 
• Those experiencing food insecurity 
• Other City, County, and State departments with shared goals 
• Those with cross-disciplinary expertise, such as:  

o Gathering data and conveying it in meaningful forms 
o Deploying transportation logistics that reflect Seattle’s traffic challenges and 

limited vehicle/driver resources 
o Technology to maximize stakeholder communication and the use of resources 

such as cold storage, transportation, and staffing 
o Creative storytelling or other forms of engagement that inspire Seattleites to 

value food and its profound impact on the community and the environment 

 

 

For additional information, please contact: 
Liz Fikejs 
Senior Waste Prevention Program Manager | Community Partnerships Team 
Seattle Public Utilities Solid Waste Line of Business | Food Rescue 
liz.fikejs@seattle.gov    

http://www.seattle.gov/util/
https://www.seattle.gov/utilities/environment-and-conservation/my-home/reduce-food-waste/help-your-community
mailto:liz.fikejs@seattle.gov

	Seattle Public Utilities and Food Rescue
	The Food REscue Innovation Initiative
	Key Challenges
	Available Resources
	Potential Focus Areas
	Key Partners

