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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
In our modern man-made systems, society’s 
creation of huge streams of waste has become 
normalized. Over time, the health of both our 
society and ecosystems have suffered due to 
accumulation of these waste materials. The 
impacts of this buildup of waste are not uniform: 
low-income neighborhoods and communities 
of color are affected disproportionately. 
Overproduction of food, packaging, and durable 
goods represents a huge exploitation and loss 
of natural resources and money, especially to 
the energy and water resources used to produce 
them. Once these materials are sent to a landfill, 
organic materials such as food decompose to 
release methane, a highly potent greenhouse gas. 
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), methane is more than 25 times 
more potent at trapping heat in the atmosphere as 
carbon dioxide, making it an especially powerful 
contributor to climate change. 

This chapter focuses on the systems and tools 
needed to divert and capture usable solid waste 
streams, especially food, to create new value for 
Milwaukeeans while greatly reducing the volume 
of materials being sent to landfills that generate 
negative environmental impacts. In order to 
address both climate and equity issues, food 
waste was identified as a central topic. The United 
Nations estimates that, globally, a third of the total 
food produced for human consumption is wasted, 

leading to enormous methane emissions as food 
decomposes and exacerbating food insecurity 
as edible food is disposed of. Recognizing the 
enormity of this issue, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture has set a goal of reducing food waste 
50% by 2030 and has established grant programs 
to aid local governments and nonprofits in working 
towards this goal.

In Milwaukee, food waste and yard debris make 
up to 24% of the waste stream, representing a 
significant opportunity to reduce GHG emissions 
by reducing food waste. In 2021, the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR) released 
an updated Waste Characterization Study. For 
the first time, DNR documented Wasted Food 
as a category. The study provides regional 
breakdowns and the Southeast region, which 
includes the City, had 15.4% food waste, higher 
than the state as a whole. Other data show single 
family residences had 15.5% food waste while 
multi-family residences had 15.7% food waste. 
This reporting shows that, in Milwaukee, there 
is significant potential to reduce food waste and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions while also 

COMMUNITY VOICESCOMMUNITY VOICES

Food inequity and food insecurity must be addressed. This issue affects people’s health. 
Poverty and access to healthy food are big parts of the problem. Food being shipped 
long distances creates GHG emissions. Food going to landfills creates methane

Creating a system to send surplus food from restaurants and grocery stores to those 
that are food insecure instead of throwing it away will greatly benefit my community. I 
can’t believe how much food is currently being wasted while so many are hungry!

““““
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creating systems to address food justice. Food 
justice is addressed further in the Equity section 
of this chapter.

Equity

Food access is not equitable, with many members 
in the community unable to reach or afford 
healthy food. Locally produced food is often more 
expensive and more difficult to find than food 
produced from longer distances across the state, 
country, or internationally. In Milwaukee, food 
deserts, geographic areas where the absence 
of grocery stores within a convenient traveling 
distance limits residents’ access to healthy 
and affordable food options, are prevalent in 
communities of color and low-income areas. 
According to the Feeding America “Map the 
Meal Gap”, 15.4% of residents of Milwaukee 
County face food insecurity. From 2019-2020, 
the Milwaukee Hunger Task Force distributed 
14,023,716 pounds of food to a network of 70 
emergency food pantries, soup kitchens, and 
homeless shelters in the Greater Milwaukee area. 
Many organizations are working to address food 
insecurity in Milwaukee, including the Hunger Task 
Force, Feeding America, an extensive network 
of food pantries, gardening groups, and farmers 
markets.

The City’s Fresh Food Access Strategy states: 
“Residents who lack access to healthy foods 
are at greater risk for higher rates of obesity, 
diabetes, heart disease and a host of other health 
consequences related to diet and nutrition. The 
Milwaukee County diabetes rate is estimated 
at 10.1%, the ninth- highest rate nationwide. 
Distance from supermarkets correlates with 
these problems, which are most acutely felt in 
food deserts.” Food justice seeks to ensure that 
the benefits and risks of where, what, and how 
food is grown, produced, transported, distributed, 
accessed, and eaten are shared fairly. Food justice 
represents a transformation of the current food 
system, including but not limited to eliminating 
disparities and inequities. As climate change 
continues to negatively impact agriculture through 
more frequent, intense storms, heat waves, pests 

and diseases, flooding, and more, it is important 
that food justice is addressed in Milwaukee as 
part of this Plan.

Resiliency

Food waste contributes significantly to climate 
change when food decomposes in landfills and 
releases methane gas. Methane is more than 25 
times as potent as carbon dioxide at trapping heat 
in the atmosphere, contributing to climate change. 
Food waste can be reduced by providing more 
opportunities for resident to compost, whether at 
home or through a municipal waste management 
system. Community gardens, farmers markets, 
and other locally grown and sourced food 
reduces the GHGs emissions from the food 
sector by decreasing the supply chain inputs and 
emissions from mass industrial farming practices 
which are also degrading soil quality. Potential 
policy remedies to food waste include exploring 
requiring all grocery stores to donate unpurchased 
food to food pantries and community centers 
before it spoils. Subscription-based services 
such as Imperfect Produce provide customers 
with leftover food that is still edible and would 
otherwise be sent to a landfill.

If food waste cannot be used to feed hungry 
people or animals, composting is the prime way 
to recycle the nutrients in a more sustainable 
manner than sending it to a landfill. Composting 
converts organic material, including food scraps 
and yard waste, into a usable soil amendment that 
can be used to grow new food and other plants. 
Composting provides many benefits to people 
who can use the compost to grow new food on 
a smaller scale, the environment by returning 
the nutrients back to the ecosystem, and the 
economy, because small-scale composting can 
drive small business operations and create new 
jobs. Compost is typically used as a slow-release 
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 △Graphic by the Environmental Protection Agency. 

fertilizer, turf grass top dressing, landscape mulch, 
soil amendment (to add nutrients), and mulch for 
erosion or dust control. 

The EPA’s Food Recovery Hierarchy identifies the 
most and least preferred avenues for food waste 
reduction. At the top of the hierarchy is to feed 
hungry people, while the least preferred method of 
food waste is to send it to a landfill.
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CITY STRATEGYCITY STRATEGY
Initiate the “FEED Milwaukee 
Collaboration” (FEED MKE) to 
reduce food waste and feed hungry 
people

FEED, stands for “Food Excess Equitable 
Distribution,”  is a conceptual public-private 
partnership (collaboration) which could be 
initiated by the City, County, or UW Extension 
Milwaukee County.  FEED’s  primary goal is to 
reduce food waste sent to landfills, prioritizing 
the preferred uses of the EPA’s Food Recovery 
Hierarchy as shown above: source reduction and 
feeding hungry people.

Expand Partnerships

The FEED Milwaukee Collaboration will build upon 
existing programs to step up efforts to reduce or 
prevent food waste, rescue surplus food, and feed 
hungry people.

In addition, partnerships should establish and 
support local, distributed growing operations. This 
empowers individuals and groups to engage in 
sustainable food production. When food is grown 
on-site, people are less dependent on disruptions 
to the global food system. One example to consider 
is Fork Farms’ scalable hydroponic technology. 
According to the Fork Farms program, “…partners 
utilize indoor growing as an innovative model to 
attract interest in their food service programs, to 
demonstrate their commitment to healthy menus, 
nutritional education and community health, and 
sustainability initiatives. Fork Farms partners have 
used fresh food grown in meal food programs, 
to support local food pantries, to build micro-
enterprises and more.”

Identifiable Quantitative Outputs 

Reduction in solid waste sent to landfills: 
Measures and tracking mechanisms need to 
be developed. The City tracks materials picked 
up, but no methods currently exist to track the 
materials picked up by private trash haulers. A 
20% reduction in solid waste generated by 2025 

and a 25% reduction by 2030 would have multiple 
benefits, including cost savings for municipal 
“tipping fees” at landfills along with reduced GHG 
emissions.

Food recovery: A food recovery goal of 50 tons by 
2025 and 100 tons by 2030 is the recommended 
starting point. 50 tons is approximately 275 lbs./
day. This goal may result in job creation in local 
government or with nonprofit partners working 
towards this goal. The Alpine Valley music 
venue, owned by Live Nation, is a Wisconsin-
based example of setting and working towards 
a food waste reduction goal. In 2022, the venue 
succeeded in reducing waste, food, water, and 
energy by 70%.

Lead Agency + Collaborators

The City, County, and/or UW Extension Milwaukee 
County should explore initiating a FEED MKE by 
convening businesses, nonprofits, philanthropies, 
governmental agencies and interested citizens. A 
“Food Waste/Food Security Summit” could kick 
off the collaboration. Collaboration across city 
and county agencies should would be needed to 
make the collaboration a success. 

Many organizations in the existing network to 
feed people should be invited to participate in the 
collaboration, especially:

• Hunger Task Force, Feeding America, and 
Extension Milwaukee County, as the largest 
organizations, as they may have the most staff 
capacity for participation

• Anti-poverty agencies such as the Social 
Development Commission (SDC) and 
Community Advocates 

• Philanthropies interested in promoting food 
justice

• Universities with student or teaching resources/
personnel
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In addition to distributing recovered food, the City, 
County, UW Extension, or philanthropic partner 
organizations should explore opportunities for 
on-site, sustainable food production, such as 
Fork Farms’ scalable hydroponic technology. 
According to the Fork Farms program, “…partners 
utilize indoor growing as an innovative model to 
attract interest in their food service programs, to 
demonstrate their commitment to healthy menus, 
nutritional education and community health, and 
sustainability initiatives. Fork Farms partners have 
used fresh food grown in meal food programs, 
to support local food pantries, to build micro-
enterprises and more.” 

Operations: How it Works and How it Will 
be Implemented

First Phase: The quickest way to ramp up food 
recovery is to fund a full-time staff person or 
contractor with one of the partner organizations. 
The Gleaning Milwaukee Coalition is one option 
for consideration. This coalition currently has no 
staff, but has experience marshaling volunteers. 

It aspires to rescue food from new sources, such 
as businesses and institutions that are not now 
involved with food rescue and distribution.

Second Phase: Within two years, it is 
recommended that a multi-faceted public-private 
partnership with staff under the guidance of a 
Steering Committee be created. This structure will 
create the greatest and most long-lasting impact. 
Staff may be supplied by any of the partners. The 
existing strong network of organizations must be 
included and built upon. The partnership may take 
different forms, but must use resources from non-
profits, business, and government. Programs must 
make the most of existing knowledge, capacities, 
and assets, creating new tools and resources to 
complement or expand existing programs.

The creation of neighborhood food hubs may be 
a useful model to explore. The existing network 
of Neighborhood Service Providers, NIDs, BIDs, 
senior centers, community centers, and food 
pantries could be used to jump-start a system. 
Existing strong programs may be expanded. 
Neighborhood staffing and locations will 

 △Graphic by GRAEF.
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facilitate communications, food donations, and 
distribution. In addition, established facilities and 
staff will build credibility and trust with residents/
recipients.

Education and Outreach 

FEED MKE should develop an education and 
outreach campaign to encourage residents, 
restaurant owners, grocery stores, and institutional 
cafeterias to more accurately manage the amount 
of food they prepare relative to demand. This 
campaign should draw on existing assets such 
as Natural Resources Defense Council’s “Save 
the Food” campaign and other cities’ successful 
programs. These educational assets must be 
delivered through various media including print, 
web, mobile, signage, and video, and should 
be customizable for individual communities 
and partners. A dedicated website will be an 
important connection for these assets and 
provide information about the program. It must 
include resources for residential, commercial, 
institutional, and food service facilities. Resources 
such as food storage guidance, recipes, waste 
audit tools, cost calculators, games, and activities 
will be available for download. Collaboration with 
schools on education and outreach is an important 
aspect of instilling food waste reduction behavior 
into the next generation. The City should support 
compost projects at schools. 

One example of a successful food waste reduction 
initiative is from Nashville, TN. Milwaukee could 
structure an outreach campaign similar to 
Nashville’s Mayor’s Food Saver Challenge, which 
engages local businesses to prevent wasted 
food, donate surplus food, and recycle food 
scraps. Participating businesses have focused 
on educating staff and customers on food waste 
issues and reduction, donating surplus food to 
food distribution organizations, diverting food 
scraps from the landfill to be used as animal feed, 

and establishing composting processes. All of 
these aspects could be replicated in a Milwaukee 
program. 

Operations

Creating an efficient and effective partnership or 
collaboration is not an easy task but is paramount. 
Ramping up gleaning (food rescue from farms, 
gardens, fruit trees, households, restaurants, 
businesses, and institutions such as hospitals 
and schools/universities) will be an important 
element. Facilitating communications with 
technology (website and app) between producers 
and consumers will be a vital tool. Mapping of 
resources will be important. FEED MKE seeks to 
build on existing capacity and networks resulting 
in more food distributed and less food waste 
ending up in landfills. 

Research and Changing Policy

For FEED MKE to function effectively, some further 
study and some policy changes are needed, 
specifically:

Identifying the types and volumes of food that 
could be rescued. Starting points include the 
DNR 2021 Waste Characterization Study and self-
audits along with reporting by businesses through 
tools such as those developed for NRDC’s Save 
the Food campaign

• Identifying barriers and opportunities for 
food donation, handling, and distribution. 
Focus groups should be convened including 
individuals and organizations currently rescuing 
food, food producers such as restaurants and 
grocery stores, food banks, and pantries

• Encourage or incentivize businesses to reduce 
the amount of food they waste, donate surplus 
food, and compost food scraps, and provide 
technical assistance to help them do so

• Revise legislation and ordinances that are 
currently barriers to recovery and distribution 
of excess food. Some model ordinances 
have already been written by NRDC and other 
organizations.
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• Establish standards for food storage, 
transportation, and handling with input from 
health inspectors and food safety experts 
throughout Milwaukee County.

• Adopt an organic waste ban or mandatory 
diversion policy and enforce any mandate 
implemented

• List lessons learned from municipalities 
currently working with NRDC and participating 
in Save the Food efforts. 

• List lessons learned from the two years of 
grants from the City’s Fresh Food Access Fund.

• Conduct research to better understand the 
reasons and circumstances for food insecurity.

Equity Focus

The name, “FEED MKE” emphasizes the equity 
aim of the collaboration to promote equity by 
reducing food insecurity and improving health. 
It aims to improve equitable access to healthy 
food by prioritizing vulnerable communities and 
eliminating barriers to healthy food access.. 

Accelerating Impact

Funding and other resources for the planning/
program development and implementation 
phases are available, including but not limited to:

• The City should continue the $250,000 in annual 
budget allocations for Fresh Food Access and 
use a portion to fund FEED MKE. Community 
Development grants through the City or County 
may also be used

• Federal funds (ARPA, CARES, infrastructure) to 
Milwaukee County might be accessed

• USDA and USEPA grants are available. 
Funding should include paid participation by 
collaborators. (Units of government often must 
be the applicant) 

• The State of Wisconsin may fund FEED MKE as 
the pilot food waste project recommended in 
the Governor’s Climate Change Report

• NRDC, ReFED and other nonprofits have staff 
and resources that can be consulted or brought 
into Milwaukee. NRDC’s Save the Food program 
is a noteworthy example

• Private or local corporate foundations focused 
on food, equity, and economic issues may 
provide funding. Nonprofits may apply on 
behalf of the collaborative

• Multiple municipalities in the U.S. have launched 
Save the Food programs, allowing for examples 
and funding ideas for the creation of FEED MKE.

Secondary Waste Reduction Strategies

The following strategies related to waste reduction 
should also be explored: 

1. Create a Community-Wide Reusable Food Service 
Container System

Under this strategy, a private sector service 
provider would deliver clean containers to grocers 
and restaurants, pickup dirty containers, and 
take them to a secondary location to wash and 
sanitize. Grocers and restaurants pay a service 
fee to use the containers to package to-go orders 
or various food products. Users either pay a flat 
rate subscription fee to take part in the program 
or pay a deposit upon receipt of a container, 
which is refunded when the container is returned. 
Containers should be durable and dishwasher 
safe, but also recyclable in the event that a 
container is broken, worn out, or discarded. 

2. Improve the Recovery Rate and Quality of Recycled 
Materials in Milwaukee

The infrastructure and staff to collect and process 
these materials already exists. Capturing more 
economic value from these assets requires 
recovering more already-recyclable materials 
and ensuring those materials are as free of 
contamination as possible. Funding for public 
outreach and education, along with a concerted 
effort to align messaging and bin design with 
adjacent suburbs, is key to making it easy 
for residents to participate correctly. Existing 
programs, websites, and creative assets including 
those found on the City’s recycling website, Keep 
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Greater Milwaukee Beautiful, and EPA’s recycling 
website should be leveraged to reduce initial 
costs.

The revenue that Milwaukee receives from selling 
collected recycled materials offsets operating 
costs. Improving the quality of the recycled 
materials, and especially keeping out items 
like plastic film and mixed-material packaging 
that cause operational problems, is critical to 
maximizing the return on the City’s investment in 
its recycling program.

3. Promote Composting of Food and Other Organic 
Wastes (Long-Term Objective)

The long-range objective of developing a county-
wide organics collection system is important to 
pursue. Composting organic wastes that cannot 
be rescued for human or animal use will reduce 
GHG emissions by keeping those wastes out of 
landfills. 

This is a long-range objective as the City strives to 
obtain the resources necessary for a composting 
program. In 2017-2018, the City participated 
in a study led by UW Extension to assess how 
composting could be ramped up to a citywide 
program. Funded by USDA, a team reviewed other 
cities and looked at the waste and composting 
system in Milwaukee. The study found Milwaukee 
lacks a company and a site (property) large 
enough to handle the volume of organic waste 
Milwaukee generates, so these two items should 
be a focus.
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