
  

Brussels - 18/02/2019 

Brussels closure report on the TRIFOCAL project 

1. Background 

 

Food waste has been a priority in Brussels for several years. It is one of the seven pillars of the Good 

Food strategy  - Towards a sustainable food system in the Brussels-Capital Region" launched by the 

Brussels Region, which began in 2015 and which will end in 2020.  

The strategy contains a range of measures, from pitchfork to fork, with specific objectives to reduce 

waste by 30% by 2020.  To this end, the aim of the project is to reduce waste at source, but also to 

promote recovery of un-consumed and unsold food. 

Schools are a priority target for this strategy,  where the potential for action is considerable. In this 
context, it seemed beneficial to participate in the Trifocal project to share best practices.  
 

2. Food waste in Brussels schools 

Food handling and food waste is part of the daily reality of hot meals, picnics and snacks in schools. It 
is estimated that 6.5 kg1 of food is wasted per pupil per year.  
 
Food waste is much lower (1.3kg/student per year) when the school does not offer hot meals or 

soup. In these cases, food waste mainly concerns snacks (77% of waste). 2 

Food waste is much higher (between 3.8 and 22.7 kg/student per year) in schools that offer hot 

meals, soup, sandwiches and/or salads. This figure increases further when food waste from hot 

meals is expressed as a proportion of the number of students who eat hot food rather than the total 

number of students in the school (between 4 and 31 kg of food per student excluding wasted soup). 3 

3. Organisation of hot meals school canteens in Belgium 

In Brussels, the number of people consuming hot meal varies from one municipality 4to another. 

About 75% of schools offer hot meals in their canteen. There are 2 types of hot meals: either the 

meals are delivered by an external company (in 9 out of 10 cases in primary school), or they are 

cooked on site (in 15% of cases). Food can arrive hot or cold when delivered by an external company.  

It is estimated that about 25% of children consume hot meals in primary school, compared to 15% in 
secondary school. In relative terms, not many students consume hot meals, although it is responsible 
for most of the food waste in schools. 
 

 
1 RDC Environment 2004 - analysis of waste bins in primary and nursery schools in the Brussels-Capital Region 
2 COREN asbl 2010-2012 - anti-waste challenge in five Brussels schools 
3 COREN asbl 2010-2012 - anti-waste challenge in five Brussels schools 
4 A municipality is a geographical division of the Brussels Region 
 

https://environnement.brussels/thematiques/alimentation/action-de-la-region/strategie-good-food-vers-un-systeme-alimentaire-plus
https://environnement.brussels/thematiques/alimentation/action-de-la-region/strategie-good-food-vers-un-systeme-alimentaire-plus


  

Greater organizational flexibility by managing school meals on site would reduce waste. Pilot projects 
show5 that waste can be reduced by half by combining awareness programs with technical and 
organisational changes.  
 
To achieve these objectives, all stakeholders must be involved, including management, pupils, 
teachers, canteen staff and parents. Awareness alone is not enough. However, it is essential to 
support concrete actions and ensure their success at regular intervals. Each section of the graph is 
detailed in the following. 
 

4. Actions in 2018 

In 2018, Brussels Environment offered to support volunteer schools in their efforts to reduce food 

waste in their canteen. This support included an audit to measure waste in the kitchen and on plates 

returned, identifying the causes of waste and developing an action plan. Supported schools are given 

a certain time to implement the action plan. After a few months, waste is measured again to see if it 

has decreased. 

4 schools applied for support in 2018. Support was provided from the educational team to make 

pupils aware of waste in order to boost and give meaning to the actions. Only one school 

(Molenbeek School 15/16) accepted. 

Summary of school involvement 

➢ La Colombe de la paix 

Start of support: July 2017 

Summary:  

The kitchen also produces meals for nearby schools. About 100-150 meals are served in the school itself. 

The school includes both kindergarten and primary pupils. The waste analysis showed that most waste 

was occasional: some dishes are not very popular (such as couscous, stew, etc.). This was confirmed by the 

kitchen staff. Moreover, the refectory is not a pleasant place to eat: there is a lot of noise and there are 

several sittings. 

An action plan was developed at the beginning of the support period. Emphasis was placed on the better 

organization of the refectory, which would free up time to explain the products served to pupils. This 

worked in the past, but the cook had to stop due to lack of time. 

The action plan was implemented in March 2018. Soup is now served at 10 a.m. 

It was planned that the school would carry out a second measurement of waste in the Autumn of 2018 

after which support would come to an end. 

A contact session was held in October to discuss the action plan and a second calculation. No feedback has 

been received from the school. Support was ended before the action plan could be implemented due to a 

 
5 Anti-waste challenge in 5 Brussels schools as part of the GreenCook project by Coren asbl 



  

lack of response from the school. It was abandoned due to a change of management.  

 

➢ Molenbeek School 15/16 

Summary: The school receives about 180 hot meals every day from Sodexo. The school does not have its 

own kitchen. The school includes kindergarten and primary pupils. The figures for waste are incomplete. 

The municipality has requested that food portions be reduced in line with the new specifications. This was 

found not to be possible.  

The school has completely changed the way it serves meals: facilitators apportion quantities of food 

appropriate to each child from carts (older children serve themselves but under the supervision of their 

facilitator).  

A second calculation of waste was planned for December, the documents for the calculation were 

reviewed and sent back in October. The second calculation was done but is not representative because 

the first calculation was not carried out properly. On average, 17% of food received was not served and 

thus wasted (29% for kindergartens and 11% for primary schools). Weights of food left on the plate were 

quite low: on average 43g/plate for kindergartens and 25g/plate for primary schools. 

The official within the local authority has not cooperated and has not changed the policy when informed 
that the quantities delivered by Sodexo (starchy food such as potatoes) are too large and generate a lot of 
waste.  

The situation is more positive for the school staff, who have benefited from awareness-raising activities 
organised by Tournesol ASBL, a non-profit association specialising in facilitation.  The facilitators 
intervened several times in the school. From the beginning, the school's aim was to bring together the 
different stakeholders, share each other’s day-to-day realities and determine a common vision and action. 
The facilitators then worked with the dinner ladies, day carers and with the day-carers in order to 
reinforce the potential for action. The interventions made it possible to share the observations of waste in 
the canteen, identify problems and possible solutions. The interventions were organised and prepared 
with the people in the field (management and coordinator of the facilitators), to be as relevant as possible. 
One of the specific features of this project is that it brought together all the stakeholders (dinner ladies, 
day carers and the facilitators present at mealtimes, teachers, management) around awareness and 
information activities. The exchange between the different stakeholders during meetings and events has 
created a virtuous cycle of change. This made it possible to allow everyone to get involved in the project, 
take everyone's constraints into account, and make constructive proposals for change.  

An environment of collaboration has been created: 

• Dinner ladies/day-carers: structural changes in the canteen, children now serve themselves, 
starting in kindergarten: children now serve themselves to all food (this is the rule), but in 
quantities that correspond to their tastes and appetite. They can serve themselves a second time 
if necessary. There is close to zero unwanted food returned, especially for older children. Children 
remain critical of the quality of food but appreciate going to the canteen much more than before 
and are more aware of waste in general. 

• Day-care facilitators/teachers: links with subjects in the classroom (maths, early learning, etc.) 



  

have enabled pupils to become autonomous and responsible in the canteen. Working on the food 
pyramid allows children to understand why and how to serve themselves a balanced helping. 

• Kindergarten/Primary: There is relatively little daily contact between the teams, but good 
practices have been exchanged. For example, kindergarten children have been serving 
themselves for some time and now have real plates, glasses and knives adapted to their age. Even 
if these measures do not have a direct influence on waste, they make children more autonomous 
and attentive to what they eat. 

From our point of view, the project is a success. 

• Children are aware of waste, try to reduce it at their level and are more attentive to other 
environmental issues; 

• Children have become more independent and critical of their eating habits; 
• the atmosphere of cooperation between different roles in the school has improved, which also 

facilitates the continuation of projects; 
• adults have been made more aware, and many are ready to get involved, both from a 

motivational point of view and because of their ability to manage a project; 
• teams take ownership of the environmental project, and are able and willing to carry it out 

independently in the future; 
• the driving force behind the project in the school and guarantor of its success, the facilitator 

coordinator, is re-invigorated by its success and will continue on this positive path. 

Success factors: 

• bring together stakeholders with different experiences and viewpoints, allow collaboration where 
it did not exist before; share information so that everyone can take ownership and transform it 
into action; 

• positive involvement of management: very active and willing on the part of the coordinator of the 
facilitators, less active but benevolent on the part of management; 

• a key person (coordinator of the facilitators), with excellent interpersonal skills, who knew how to 
involve the people “at the coalface”, and who continued to support the project when it was 
flagging, ensured an effective handover to associations. 

 

 

➢ 4.5. Emile André 

Summary: The school does not have its own kitchen. The school receives about 100 cold meals from 

Brussels’ collective kitchens. Meals are reheated on site in ovens provided by Brussels’ collective kitchens. 

The school includes nursery and primary classes. The figures show that a lot of food is wasted on certain 

days. The school had already noticed this and distributed meals to a homeless organisation, but this 

initiative had to stop because it was not compatible with food safety rules. Desserts and soup are 

distributed to the school children. 

One of the guidelines of the action programme was to ensure the correct distribution of meals and to try 

to avoid surpluses (on some days, more than 50% is not consumed). To do this, the intention was to 

contact the Brussels collective kitchens. CODUCO has been trying to contact the school to implement the 

action plan since March 2018, but the principal had other priorities. A final attempt was made in January 



  

2019.  

Following the lack of response from the school (last email on 04/01/19), the support was withdrawn due 

to a lack of contact with the principal. 

 

 

➢ 4.6. Collège Saint-Michel  

Summary: The kitchen is managed internally. It is run by Hassan who prepares all the hot meals himself. 

The kitchen serves about 280 hot dishes and 250 rolls per day.  

An initial calculation was very complicated to implement, in particular, because of a lack of involvement by 

management, which leaves the cook in charge alone. 

In November 2017, a first appointment was made, and the documents were sent for calculation. A 

meeting was held on site in May 2018 to explain how the calculator works. The results were received in 

October 2018. The calculation was very poorly done (little data, data not usable) and did not allow for 

analysis. 

A new appointment was requested in November 2018 with management, but no one was present except 

Hassan, the cook. A new appointment was requested, insisting on a presence during the distribution of 

meals and to meet all the project stakeholders (including management). The meeting was attended by the 

social worker for only 10 minutes, the cook and the dinner ladies, but no-one else. However, this visit 

made it clear that the level of waste is enormous, and a more appropriate calculator has been developed. 

A new calculation was planned for January 2019. 

Following a reminder in January 2019 to offer to help them do the calculation, Collège Saint-Michel replied 

that they had decided to drop the project because of "overwork". They stopped after the action plan 

phase, which is a pity because there is a lot of waste. 

 

 

4.15 Ecole du centre 

Summary: About 150 meals are served per day. The school works in close liaison with TCO, a hot meal 

distribution company. In this case, the request for support came from the parents' committee and not 

from the school itself. The calculation documents were prepared in November. Their situation was very 

different from the usual: the school wanted to weigh everything. The calculation was received at the end 

of December 2018. The action plan meeting took two important decisions: 

1) Upstream work:  



  

The school was very dissatisfied with the catering service, and the results of the calculation were used to 

write a report describing food waste in the school and the problems of excessive quantities received (both 

the quantities defined by the specifications and the quantities received). On average, 25% of the food 

received for kindergartens is not served, and 22% for primary schools. 

This report was to be submitted by a parent to the Uccle municipal council to cut short the contract with 

TCO if possible and/or to raise awareness of alternative solutions for the next contract. 

Feedback to TCO on the results of the waste calculation 

2) Downstream work: the school is supported by the non-profit organisation Tournesol, which runs 

awareness-raising activities. 

An assessment of these actions should be made soon. 

 

Conclusion 

It is very difficult to work on food waste in schools. Very often, despite a desire to act, food waste is 

not a priority for the school, which is often overloaded with work.  

Everyone notices the waste and would like to see it reduced, but no one really feels responsible for 

the situation and/or does not act. 

The quality of food has a definite impact on waste. Waste is significantly lower on days when the 

most popular dishes are served. It is therefore important to train cooks or work with companies that 

pay attention to the quality of meals to reduce waste at school.  

Pilot studies show that the reduction in waste is greater when combining educational and structural 

approaches. This is a real challenge since there is a gap between educational actors (teaching staff) 

and kitchen managers (cook, food distribution company, dinner ladies, etc.) 

In addition, it is difficult to get in touch with and maintain relationships with the schools 

(management, cook). This makes it difficult to set up a project. Management involvement is essential 

to see change. Wanting things to change is not sufficient; projects do not take off when management 

does not allocate time, resources or supervise the project. 

In addition to the complexity of the Brussels context and the multiplicity of stakeholders involved, 

the form of the Trifocal project also seemed difficult to replicate. We received many educational 

tools used in London schools to be tested in Brussels, but these duplicated the tools already 

developed as part of the Good Food strategy (which also addresses the reduction of food waste) and 

which already has its own visual identity.  

After several months of trying, it became increasingly clear to us that the replication of the food 

waste awareness projects carried out as part of the London Trifocal project was not feasible in the 

Brussels context, either in terms of content or form.  



  

However, this experience was very beneficial because it allowed us to confirm the extent of food 

waste in schools and the need to act to address the problem.  The diversity of actors involved in the 

problem (municipalities, school management, supervisory staff, children and parents) limits our room 

for manoeuvre. Based on these findings, we decided to continue our efforts to reduce food waste by 

approaching the problem through another equally important audience to raise awareness: the 

parents of children. For the start of the 2019/2020 school year, a general awareness-raising tool for 

parents will be distributed in Brussels schools. We intend to use an annual calendar to raise parents' 

awareness of the many challenges of food with a focus on food waste.   

 


