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Generation Earth Program 
Generation Earth is a Los Angeles County Public 
Works environmental education program. Our goal 
is to educate and encourage youth in Los Angeles 
County to be an active part of the solution to 
environmental concerns in their community. We offer 
do-it-yourself environmental projects that help youth 
make a positive difference in their schools, at home 
and in the world. Our programs are built to support 
the needs of teachers, students and schools.

Waste in Los Angeles 
Waste is a vital issue in Los Angeles County. Each 
person generates an average of five pounds of waste 
per day. This may not sound like much, but when 
multiplied over a period of a year, the amount of 
waste each person creates is staggering.1 Waste 
is generally transported to one of ten solid waste 
landfills around Los Angeles County. It costs money 
to dispose of it and valuable open space is used to 
create landfills to store waste.

Food Waste at School 
Starting January 1, 2024, local education agencies with 
an on-site food facility (like a school cafeteria) will be 
required to donate all edible food to a food recovery 
organization that they would otherwise throw away.2 
Schools are an ideal setting for food recovery efforts. 
Even with careful planning, most cafeterias have 
leftover food that cannot be reused. The federal Bill 
Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act and the 
California Good Samaritan Food Donation Act3 protect 
food donors from liability, making it legal to safely 
donate food, while local health departments oversee 
guidelines on safe food donations for schools.

Food Rescue Project Guide 
To help recover edible food waste on campus, this 
guide provides the guidelines for creating a plan, 
and establishing relationships with key stakeholders, 
to implement a sustainable food waste recovery 
program on campus. 

The Steps 

1. Check This Out
Explore the subject of food waste 
by working in teams to learn 
a specific topic related to food 
waste reduction and share what 
is learned through the creation of 
infographics.

2. Food Waste Audit
Using a map of the site, students 
indicate where edible food is being 
disposed of on campus. They 
continue the process by conducting 
a Food Waste Audit to identify the 
different types of food waste found.

3. Get More Information
Students add more information by 
conducting research and interviews 
with key stakeholders.

4. Choose a Project and Get 
Started
Using all the information gathered, 
students determine which food 
rescue project is most appropriate 
and follow the guidelines to get 
started.

5. Evaluation
Complete the project by answering 
questions that serve to evaluate  
the process and offer next steps for  
potentially taking on additional 
waste reducing projects.

6. Resources
Resources are provided for 
materials and support.
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To get started, students explore the subject of 
food waste by working in teams to learn a specific 
topic related to food waste reduction and share 
what they have learned through the creation of an 
infographic that they share with the class. 

Procedure 

1. Divide students into four working groups. 
Groups should be as close to equal in size as 
possible. 

2. Pass out a different topic sheet to  
each group.  

3. Each group has 15 minutes to: 
 
 
 
 
 
  

4. Each group shares and explains their 
infographic with the larger group. 
 

5. As a class, discuss the need for food waste 
reduction, at home and in the community. 

High School Option

Guiding questions are provided 
for each Topic Sheet. These can 
be optional for use in creating the 
infographic. 

Invite teams to explore their subject 
further by answering questions they 
may still have or that came up while 
sharing the infographics.

Materials

 ● Topic Sheets (pages 3 - 6) 
 

 ● Poster paper or dry erase board 
—one per group 
 

 ● Markers—one set per group 

CHECK THIS OUT

 ● Learn and discuss the topic.

 ● Use poster paper and markers to create 
an infographic answering the questions 
listed on the topic sheet. 
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START HERE! 

The United States discards more 
food than any other country in 
the world: nearly 60 million tons 
every year. That’s estimated 
to be almost 40 percent of 
the entire US food supply.4 In 
California, we discard almost 6 
million tons of food annually.5 

  
Create an infographic 
that answers the 
following questions:  

 ● How does wasting food affect 
the environment?  

 ● What is an example of food 
waste?  

 ● What is something that can 
be done to reduce food 
waste?

● When food is thrown in the trash, we dispose of 
much more than food. When food is wasted, it also 
wastes the resources – such as the land, water, 
energy and labor – that go into growing, storing, 
processing, distributing and preparing that food.6    

● When you waste food, you waste tons of water. 
Around 70 percent of global freshwater resources 
are used for agriculture.7 Twenty four percent of 
our freshwater use goes to grow food that will end 
up wasted.   

● Food waste includes perishables that get 
discarded because they are inexpensive and 
quickly spoil. Fruit and vegetable waste can 
account for a staggering 40% –44% of the total 
harvest.8 

● Farmers, manufacturers, wholesale markets, 
backyard gardeners and fruit tree owners can help 
combat food waste through “gleaning” – taking 
surplus or unharvested food and donating it to 
agencies that feed the hungry. 

Food Waste In The Environment 
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START HERE! 

The United States discards more 
food than any other country in 
the world: nearly 60 million tons 
every year. That’s estimated 
to be almost 40 percent of 
the entire US food supply.4 In 
California, we discard almost 6 
million tons of food annually.5 
 
Create an infographic 
that answers the 
following questions:  

● What is the cost of food 
waste?

● What percent of this waste 
is at the consumer level and 
why?

● What is something that can 
be done to save money and 
reduce food waste?

● The United States Environmental Protection 
Agency reports that the cost of food waste to 
each U.S. consumer to be $728 per year. For a 
household of four, the annual cost is $2,913, with 
an average weekly cost of $56.9   

● Household food waste accounts for 40 to 50 
percent of all food wasted in the United States.10 
Reasons for this waste include spoilage, 
uncertainty of expiration dates, food packaged in 
bulk, oversized portions served and undervalued 
foods due to cheap prices. 

● Donating healthy, safe and edible food to hungry 
people is not only a tax write-off, but is also 
protected from legal liability under the federal 
Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act 
and the California Good Samaritan Food Donation 
Act.11  

● To combat food waste at home, plan out meals for 
the week before buying unnecessary groceries, 
eat leftovers for lunch and only purchase food that 
will be eaten. 

Food Waste in the Economy
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START HERE! 

The United States discards more 
food than any other country in 
the world: nearly 60 million tons 
every year. That’s estimated 
to be almost 40 percent of 
the entire US food supply.4 In 
California, we discard almost 6 
million tons of food annually.5  
 
Create an infographic 
that answers the 
following questions:  

● What is food insecurity?

● How many people are food 
insecure?

● What is something that can 
be done to reduce food 
insecurity?

● Food insecurity is the limited or uncertain 
availability of nutritionally adequate and safe 
foods, or limited or uncertain ability to acquire 
acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways.12  

● In 2023, 47.4 million people lived in food-insecure 
households.13 In Los Angeles County, about 1 in 7 
people (and 1 in 5 children) are food insecure. 

● If we collectively work together to ensure that 25% 
of all food lost today was consumed, it would be 
sufficient to feed 870 million people.14  

● Without access to healthy foods, a nutritious diet 
and good health are out of reach for millions of 
people. Donating just a small amount of surplus 
food, including fresh fruit, vegetables and grains, 
can help feed hungry families and help contribute 
to a balanced diet.

Community Food Insecurity
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START HERE! 

The United States discards more 
food than any other country in 
the world: nearly 60 million tons 
every year. That’s estimated 
to be almost 40 percent of 
the entire US food supply.4 In 
California, we discard almost 6 
million tons of food annually.5   
 
Create an infographic 
that answers the 
following questions:  

● How much money is wasted 
on school food in the US?

● What are some of the causes 
of this food waste?

● What is something that can 
be done to reduce food 
waste at school?

● Studies have found that uneaten food in US schools 
could amount to $1.7 billion dollars every year.15  

● The availability of junk food, known as 
“competitive foods,” contributes to food waste 
in school cafeterias. Students may pass over the 
healthier lunch options and go for the chips, candy 
and other junk food in the vending machines.  

● There are a variety of ways to encourage students 
to select and eat the healthiest foods in the school 
lunchroom. For example, offering sliced fruit can 
increase student consumption by over 70%.16

● An expanding body of research shows that when 
students help grow fruits and vegetables, they are 
more likely to eat more produce and try different 
kinds, too.17  

● Similar to grocery store samples, doing “taste 
tests” for fruits, vegetables and other healthy 
foods can be offered before they are served in the 
cafeteria. Taste tests are a great way to introduce 
new menu items and get students excited to try 
healthy food choices.18 

Food Waste at School
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Using a map of the site, students indicate where 
there are specific waste-collection elements and 
conduct a Food Waste Audit to identify the different 
types of food waste found. 

 

Procedure 

1. Divide students into working groups.

2. Do the following to create a map of site:
● Use an existing map, remove any 

unnecessary information.

● Download a map of the site from online.

● Create your own map using a large sheet of 
paper.

3. Choose which type of audit(s) your group will 
conduct and ask permission from the Principal, 
Cafeteria Manager and /or Custodial Manager 
to conduct it.
● Classroom Audit: Ask teachers and 

students to save the leftover breakfast food 
from their classroom for one day.

● Cafeteria Audit: Collect food waste for one 
lunch period for the entire school. 

Helpful Hint

Break the site maps into different parts 
of the campus for each group.

Materials

●   Map of site

●   Food Waste Audit Sheet (page 8)

●   Trays, baskets and/or coolers

●   Clipboard 

●   Pencil

●   Gloves or a trash picker

FOOD WASTE AUDIT

      Plan to:
● Promote the collection through announcements beforehand.

● Have monitors at each collection location to assist in food collection and separation.

● Choose collection locations near cafeteria exits or where students eat or roam the area with 
collection baskets.

● Dumpster Audit: Conduct a visual waste audit of the contents of the school dumpster. 

4. Make sure each group has the necessary materials.

5. Using gloves or trash pickers, look through trash cans in chosen audit areas. Mark these areas on the 
map.  

6. Identify and mark possible locations to create a food collection station. Look for classroom tables, 
cafeteria exit points or bins where students discard their food waste.

7. After the audit, have groups share their findings.

8. Create a combined map of all that was found, representing the site as a whole.
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Food Waste Audit Sheet
Name(s)   Date

Location

1.  Put on gloves or use a trash picker before checking trash cans.

2.  Under each column tally each item that is found. Place additional items under “Other.”

• You may choose to audit compostable food unfit for sharing or donating.

Food to 
Donate

Items Quantity Notes

Unopened Packaged  
Food

Whole Produce

Other

Compostables
/Green Waste

Food Scraps

Grass clippings/ 
landscape waste

Other
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The food waste audits are just the first step in 
understanding food waste at a site. It is important 
to find out more by interviewing key site 
stakeholders. Stakeholders are people who may 
affect and provide the necessary materials for a 
food rescue program.

 

Procedure 

1. Depending on your campus, determine which 
stakeholders to interview:

 

2. For reference, bring along a copy of a typical 
monthly breakfast/lunch menu and information 
about local and federal laws and policies on 
food share and food donation. See Resources 
on page 17.

3. Divide students into groups to conduct the 
interviews.

4. Have groups share what they learned.

Helpful Hint

Cities with their own health 
departments:

●    Long Beach

●    Pasadena

●    Vernon

All other cities and unincorporated 
areas of the County are a part of the              
Los Angeles Department of Health.

Materials

● Suggested interview questions for 
each group (page 10)

● Pencil/pen

GET MORE INFORMATION 

 ● Principal 

 ● Local Health Department official 

 ● Cafeteria Manager/Food Service 
Manager 

 ● School District Food Services 
Administrator
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Sample Questions
Principal

●   Are there any food donation programs of wasted beverages, fruits and packaged foods from 
breakfast and/or lunch happening on campus?

●   Would a decrease in food waste help save the school or district money in garbage disposal or 
cleaning costs?

●   Do we have your permission to have a food share table for students? 

●   Do we have permission to have a food donation program if we plan the procedure and find an 
approved nonprofit organization to receive food donations?

●   What do you think could help reduce food waste on campus and how can we help you make it 
happen? 

Cafeteria Manager/Food Services Manager
●   Which meal generates the most food waste? 

●   What foods or drinks are wasted the most?

●   What currently happens to food that is returned from breakfast or that doesn’t get served at lunch?

●   Is there any leftover or unserved food that gets thrown away that could be donated to a nonprofit 
organization?

●   What would be the best day and time for a food donation pickup? 

●   Who should arrange pickups?

●   Are there any unused refrigerators or space for a new designated refrigerator or cooler in the 
cafeteria to store food for donation?

●   Where would be the best place to have a share table at lunch for unwanted foods for other students 
to take?

●   Are there any additional comments or concerns we can address? 

●   What do you think could help reduce food waste on campus and how can we help you make it 
happen? 

Local Health Department Representatives or Los Angeles County 
Health Department
●  Which particular school foods and menu items can be reused at another meal? Offered on a share 

table? Donated to a nonprofit charitable organization?

●  What temperature do cold or hot foods need to be kept and for how long before they can no longer 
be re-served or donated?
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●     How else can we make a share table or donation program safe?

●     Are there any resources or guides you can offer?

School District Food Service Administrator
●   Does the district have a policy on food share tables and/or food donation? If so, what is it?

●   Are there any resources available to support these programs like refrigerators, posters, trays or 
toolkits?

●   Is there a specific list of nonprofits that can receive food donations from the school?

●   Are there any other schools in the area that have, or may be interested in starting, a food donation 
program?
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Using all the information gathered, have the 
group answer specific questions to determine 
project readiness and then follow the 
guidelines to get started.

Procedure 

1. Answer the questions to help build  
a plan. 

2. Use the waste audit quantities and the 
interview results to support the plan.

3. Once the group has answered the questions, 
follow the guidelines for the type of project 
chosen. 

Materials

 ● Site Map  

 ● Food Waste Audit Sheets

 ● Interview answers

CHOOSE A PROJECT AND 
GET STARTED

Questions
Which project would you 
like to do?

You can always start small with a classroom 
food share table or basket and grow the 
project with more support.

● Food Share Project: Feeding students 
with unwanted food on campus is the 
most sustainable first step of any food 
rescue project. Share tables are situated 
in classrooms or student common eating 
areas where students can place their 
unwanted pre-packaged non-perishable 
foods and leave the items for other 
students.  

● Food Donation Project: Excess foods 
can be donated to appropriate nonprofit 
organizations that help feed the hungry.

● Glean Team Project: In some 
communities, there are fresh fruits and 
vegetables that would normally go to 
waste from backyard fruit trees, public 
orchards and farmers markets. This 
produce is recovered and donated to 
appropriate nonprofit organizations that 
feed the hungry.

Where will your project take 
place?

If conducting a food share or food donation 
project, mark collection sites on a map and 
share with campus stakeholders (Principal, 
site maintenance staff, teachers, etc.). 
This also includes your Generation Earth 
representative who will give additional 
recommendations. 
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Do you have a local nonprofit 
organization to work with?

If doing a food share, food donation or 
glean team project, identify and contact 
organizations that can receive the food. 
Make sure that they are registered as a 
501(c)3 nonprofit. Search online at 211la.
org/resources/subcategory/food or call 
211 for local emergency food pantries, or 
identify local domestic violence shelters, 
elderly housing or community groups. Make 
sure they have adequate refrigeration for 
the foods you will donate to them and check 
which types of food donations they can 
receive. 

Do you have the materials 
or money to complete the 
project?

Depending on the type of project, you may 
need to purchase baskets, coolers, gathering 
containers, signage materials or more.  
Consider holding a fundraiser or ask for 
resources from your school administration or 
the local community. See Resources on page 
17 and discuss this with your Generation 
Earth representative. 

Do you have permission?

It is extremely important that the group has 
permission to do the project. Look to the 
interview responses to inform the group on 
the type of permission necessary. Make sure 
you have the support of an adult to assist 
your group through this part of the project.

Are you willing to commit to 
the care of the project?

It is important to consider the amount of 
time and commitment it will take to continue 
this project. Make sure that the project is 
sustainable and that there is a plan in place.

http://211la.org/resources/subcategory/food
http://211la.org/resources/subcategory/food
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Make it Happen
Setting up a food share 
project

● Use your research and interview answers 
to identify the foods you want to collect 
and the safety measures necessary to 
keep it healthy.

●   Use your map to identify the food share 
table/area in the cafeteria where all 
students pass by and it is visible to the 
cafeteria manager.

●   Use your map to identify the food share 
table/area to place a container in each 
participating classroom. 

●   Gather needed materials, including 
collection baskets, signage, tables 
and tablecloths. Identify where these 
resources come from, any costs incurred 
and where they will be stored and 
cleaned. Contact your Generation Earth 
representative or see Resources on page 
17.

●  Create a promotion plan to educate the 
student body on the project.

●   Create a sustainability plan. Determine 
who will be responsible for maintaining 
the project this year and following years.

●   Decide what happens to leftover foods at 
the end of the eating period. 

       This includes:

     — Who is picking up the food for 
donation, composting or disposal?

     — Where will cold foods and beverages 
be stored?

●   Create a plan for evaluating the 
program, making necessary changes and 
celebrating the successes.

Food Temperature

California Health and Safety Code 
Section 27601 requires cold food to be 
held at 41° Fahrenheit or below and 
hot food to be held at 135° Fahrenheit 
or above until the school releases 
the donated food to a nonprofit 
organization.19
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Setting up a food donation 
project

● Follow your school district’s guidelines 
on establishing a partnership with the 
agencies you choose. Confirm time and 
days for pickup with both agency and 
cafeteria contact.

●   Contact other nearby schools that might 
want to participate in a combined food 
donation program.

●   Recruit volunteer teachers, parents and 
students to transport donations if the 
recipient agency is unable to pick up.

●   Make food safety a priority. Train 
volunteers, staff and students on the food 
safety procedures for your program.

● Create and display posters and signs 
that show what foods can be donated or 
shared.

●   Keep records of how much food is 
donated every day/week.

●   Create a promotion plan to educate the 
student body on the project. Plan to make 
announcements, take turns standing by 
the collection points during lunch, hold 
assemblies or create educational posters 
and videos. Make sure students know 
that they only donate food they would 
have otherwise thrown away, but not 
what they would have eaten, in order to 
help the food insecure.

●   Create a backup plan. Ensure there are 
backup volunteers to make donation 
deliveries and alternative agencies to 
receive the donations.

Food Forward

Food Forward’s mission is to rescue 
fresh local produce that would 
otherwise go to waste, connecting this 
abundance with people in need and 
inspiring others to do the same. 100% 
of the produce recovered is donated 
to hunger relief agencies across 8 
counties in Southern California.

Setting up a Glean Team 
project

● Find nearby properties with fruit trees 
willing to donate their fruit.

●   Harvest fruit together as a group one to 
two times each month.

●   Create a relationship with a local food 
pantry to receive donations.

●   Have at least two committed adults or 
persons over the age of 16 to be present 
at all harvests.

●   Secure a storage area for gleaning 
equipment and volunteer driver to pick 
up and drop them off. 

     — Food Forward, a nonprofit 
organization, provides all the training 
and equipment needed. 

    — Email harvest@foodforward.org to 
learn more.

https://foodforward.org/
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What’s Next?
Are you interested in another project? 

Consider using another Project Guide:

 ● Composting 

 ● Community Swap Event

 ● E-Waste Collection Event 

 ● Campus Curbside Recycling

 ● Textile Recycling Event

EVALUATION
Once the Food Rescue project is set up, have 
students answer the following questions to 
evaluate their project and introduce some 
possible next steps.

Questions 

1. What was the most successful part of  
the project?

2. What was the least successful?

3. What would you do differently next time?
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RESOURCES
Laws, Policies and Guides

● Bill Emerson Food Donation Law 104–210
 govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-104publ210/pdf/PLAW-104publ210.pdf                                                                                                   

● Food Donation Act and the Health and Safety Code 114079                                                                         
codes.lp.findlaw.com/cacode/HSC/1/d104/7/4/7/s114079

● CA Dept of Education Guidance on the Donation of Leftover Food                                                                                              
cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/cnp022018.asp

● CA Dept of Education Guidance on the Use of Share Tables
 cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/mbcnp032018.asp

● LAUSD Food Donation Policy                                                                                                                                         
achieve.lausd.net/Page/847

● Reducing food waste in cafeteria practices with offer vs. serve                                                                                 
fns.usda.gov/tn/offer-versus-serve-national-school-lunch-program-posters

      fns.usda.gov/tn/offer-vs-serve-lunch-program-tip-sheet

Micellaneous 
● Free tracking app                                                                                                                                               

www.foodrescue.net/free-online-tool.html

● EPA Resources                                                                                                                                                        
epa.gov/sustainable-management-food

● USDA Reducing Waste at K-12 Schools                                                                                                                      
usda.gov/foodlossandwaste/schools

Curriculum
● Just Eat It movie and curriculum                                                                                                                      

foodwastemovie.com/schools/   

http://govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-104publ210/pdf/PLAW-104publ210.pdf
http://codes.lp.findlaw.com/cacode/HSC/1/d104/7/4/7/s114079
http://cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/cnp022018.asp
http://cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/sn/mbcnp032018.asp
https://achieve.lausd.net/Page/847
fns.usda.gov/tn/offer-versus-serve-national-school-lunch-program-posters
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/offer-vs-serve-lunch-program-tip-sheet
http://www.foodrescue.net/free-online-tool.html
https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food
https://www.usda.gov/foodlossandwaste/schools
https://foodwastemovie.com/schools/
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