Global Challenges/Chemistry Solutions
Our Sustainable Future: Saving energy by reducing food waste
Combating disease . . .  promoting public health … providing clean water and safe food . . . developing new sources of energy . . . confronting climate change. Hello, from the American Chemical Society — the ACS. Our more than 161,000 members make up the world’s largest scientific society. This is “Global Challenges/Chemistry Solutions: New Solutions 2010.” Global Challenges 2010 updates the ACS’ award-winning podcast series. Today’s global challenge in this ongoing saga of chemistry for life: Saving energy by reducing food waste.
Generations of Moms and Grandmas have preached the virtues of not wasting food. We all know why. It saves money at home and fights global hunger. Now, a new study published in the American Chemical Society’s Environmental Science & Technology journal provides a compelling new reason not to waste food: It saves energy, and lots of it. Tons of pizza, broccoli, milk and other wasted foods translate into the equivalent of hundreds of millions of barrels of wasted oil. How? Here’s study co-author Michael Webber of the University of Texas in Austin: 

 “What we learned is that food contains energy and requires energy to produce, process, and transport. Estimates indicate that between 8 and 16 percent of total energy consumption in the United States over the course of the year went toward food production in 2007. And despite this large energy investment, the U.S. Department of Agriculture estimates that people then waste about 20 percent of their food in the United States. This means that waste might represent a largely unrecognized opportunity to conserve energy and help control global warming.”

Dr. Webber and colleague Amanda Cuéllar analyzed the amount of wasted food in the United States and the associated energy wastage. They concluded that the U.S. wasted about 2030 trillion BTU of energy in 2007, or the equivalent of about 350 million barrels of oil. That represents about 2 percent of annual energy consumption in the U.S. Here again is Dr. Webber:
“Consequently, the energy embedded in wasted food represents a substantial target for decreasing energy consumption in the United States. The wasted energy calculated here is a conservative estimate both because the food waste data are incomplete and outdated and the energy consumption data for food service and sales are also incomplete. So we’re working with less data than we know exists and if we had all that information we’d probably find food waste is higher and the energy embedded in that food waste is higher.”

The study carries an important message that reinforces what Moms and Grandmas have been saying all along: Stop wasting food. Dr. Webber describes the benefits for consumers:

“The take-home message for consumers is that if they reduce how much food they waste not only will they save some money but they’ll also do a lot to reduce energy consumption and protect the environment.”

Smart Chemists/Innovative Thinking
Smart chemists. Innovative thinking. That’s the key to solving global challenges of the 21st Century. Today’s podcast was written by Mark Sampson. I’m Adam Dylewski at the American Chemical Society in Washington. 
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