MEASURING THE TRUE AMOUNT OF FOOD LOSS ON
FARMS

There are three categories for produce: marketable; edible but not marketable; and inedible. The
first category is great, and it’s what every grower strives for. That’s the perfect apple or great-
looking squash that comes out of harvest, meeting the highest grading standards. That’s going right
to your buyer or retailer.

How about the inedible produce? Well, that’s easy to spot, too. Rotten, infested or otherwise inedible
hunks of cauliflower or ripped romaine heads. Those go straight to the compost, or maybe they’re
used as animal feed if it’s possible.

The middle category is trickier. What about that tomato that’s just slightly too big or the carrot that
twists in on itself? They’'re perfectly fine pieces of produce, but not marketable at the grocery store

or farmers’ market. Some producers will have a secondary source lined up for those not-quite-good-
enough fruits and vegetables. Those carrots can get canned or frozen, the tomatoes get puréed into
sauce. But that doesn’t work for all the fruits and vegetables in this category, and it might not be an
option for every grower. So what happens to all of that food? Is it considered waste?

RELATED: Giving Food a Second Chance

Unfortunately, it often is. Leigh Prezkop, senior program officer on the food waste team of the World
Wildlife Fund (WWF), says it’s important to accurately measure the amount of food waste that
happens on farms. “We always say that what gets measured gets managed,” says Prezkop. To that
end, the WWF recently created what it’s calling the Stewardship Index for Specialty Crops Food
Loss metric tool to help growers get a handle on the true waste of their farm. It’s free to download
and use.

Often, says Prezkop, when growers estimate loss or even use satellite imagery to understand their
crop loss, the numbers are not reflective of what’s really going on in the fields. That’s why this tool
is designed to get farmers out at ground level to get an up-close look at their yields.

With a few flags, some buckets and a measuring tape, farmers can get more accurate data—and
faster. The WWF team worked with seven partner farms to test out the tool and many of the farmers
were surprised at the ease of use. “They all seemed to really enjoy the process of going out in the


https://modernfarmer.com/2022/02/giving-food-a-second-chance/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/no-food-left-behind-part-v
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/no-food-left-behind-part-v

fields in the middle of the day, checking things out after the harvest crews went through. They found
it incredibly insightful,” says Prezkop.
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The loss figures will change from farm to farm and crop to crop—it’s much more likely to have high
loss figures on lettuce than potatoes, for instance. But that’s why it’s important for each grower to
figure out their own baseline. From there, growers can take steps to lower their losses and,
hopefully, get more out of their harvests.

“Sometimes, it is a matter of a grower deciding that they need to actually harvest one day earlier or
that there was a difference in their labor crews from field one and field two that’s worth looking at,”
says Prezkop. “It’s such a simple tool, that’s not very technological, [that] can tell the grower so
much information.”

That information can also help out policymakers and legislators. WWF has already collected some of
its data on food waste so that legislators can consider the numbers when putting together the 2023
Farm Bill. But at a local or regional level, having reliable data like this can help politicians better
understand what’s happening in the regions they represent. “Our studies provide the evidence to
policymakers to make these changes, especially when they have such strong agenda items to reduce
food insecurity, and [meet] their climate goals as well,” says Prezkop.

RELATED: Fighting Food Waste, One Swipe at a Time

Part of working to reduce food insecurity falls to legislation and policy. But a huge responsibility
falls on the shoulders of retailers, with very specific cosmetic requirements for the produce that they
sell. While Prezkop acknowledges that it might be more difficult to get grocery stores or chains to
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relax their cosmetic requirements and grading systems, collecting this kind of information at the
farm level is what will help move that effort forward.

“This is only going to happen if we have year-on-year data collection on farms, to see how much loss
is happening. So, then, they can start to predict what might be out there in the fields and in their
supply chains for the retailers to purchase at a reduced cost, perhaps,” she says.

With those numbers at hand, it might even be easier to market to consumers. You might be more
willing to buy an odd-shaped apple or a gnarled yam if you knew just how many pieces of produce
like it got passed over. But those steps will come once farmers can better understand, and mitigate,
the waste on their fields. With food loss, the first step is simply knowing where you're starting from,
so you can plot where you're going.



