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Closing note on the TRiFOCAL project 

1. Background & Objectives 

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 farm to fork. 

One of the Good Food Strategy’s key objectives is to reduce food 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. 

Due to the considerable potential for action in this environment, schools were seen as a priority 
target for making changes that might contribute to the strategy targets. This therefore led to the 
decision to participate in the TRiFOCAL project, where best practices with others participating in the 
project doing similar work could be shared. 

In Brussels, the number of people consuming hot meal varies from one municipality1  to another. 
About 75% of schools offer hot meals in their canteen. These hot meals may be prepared and 
delivered by an external company (in 9 out of 10 cases in primary school), or are alternatively cooked 
on site (in 15% of cases). Food can arrive hot or cold when delivered by an external company.  

Due to the provision of food for students, food waste is a daily reality in schools throughout Brussels. 
With hot meals, picnics and snacks being prepared, it is estimated that 6.5 kg2 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)3, but much higher (between 
3.8 and 22.7 kg/student per year) in schools that offer hot meals, soup, sandwiches and/or salads.  

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. This estimate for food waste per student per year (6.5kg) 
increases further when food waste from hot meals is expressed as a proportion of the number of 
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3
 COREN asbl 2010-2012 - anti-waste challenge in five Brussels schools 



 

 

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).4   

Pilot projects had shown5 that food waste in schools can be reduced by half by combining awareness 
programs with technical and organisational changes. It was also predicted that managing school 
meals on site would reduce waste due to an increase in flexibility.  

2. Campaigns  

In order to contribute to the delivery of the Good Food Strategy objective of reducing food waste by 
30% by 2020, Brussels Environment offered support to schools that volunteered, to help them 
reduce food waste in their school canteen. This support included an original audit to measure food 
waste, both created in the kitchen and returned on pupils’ plates. The next step involved identifying 
the values of waste and developing an action plan, which would then be implemented by the school. 
After a few months, a second food waste audit was completed at the participating school, to see if 
any food waste reductions had been achieved.  

School 1 

School 1 is for Kindergarten and Primary school aged children and 180 hot meals are delivered each 
day by its contract caterer. The action plan implemented at the school vastly changed the way food 
was served. Within the school, an environment of collaboration was created and the school aimed to 
bring together the different stakeholders, share day-to-day realities and determine a common vision 
and action plan. 

Staff benefitted from awareness-raising activities organised by a non-profit association specialising in 
facilitation. The facilitators worked with the kitchen staff and day carers; interventions were 
organised and prepared with the people in the field, to be as relevant as possible in order to 
reinforce the potential for action. The interventions made it possible to share observations about 
waste in the canteen, identifying problems and possible solutions. One of the specific features of this 
project is that it brought together all the stakeholders (kitchen staff, day carers, facilitators present 
at mealtimes, teachers and management) to undertake awareness and information activities. The 
exchange between these different stakeholders during meetings and events has created a positive 
cycle of change.  

Changes were made in various areas of the school to promote a collaborative environment. 
Structural changes in the canteen mean that children now serve themselves, starting in kindergarten. 
They can choose quantities that correspond to their tastes and appetite, serving 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. Another change that was made was within the 
classroom, with teachers and day-care facilitators now doing work with pupils on the food pyramid. 
This work allows children to understand why and how to serve themselves a balanced helping. Good 
practices, for example pupils serving themselves, were passed from the primary school to 
kindergarten sections of the school.  

The work done at this school has been successful. The cooperation between different roles in the 
school has improved, which also facilitates the continuation of projects. Pupils serving their own food 
has increased their autonomy and attentiveness over what they eat, and they are aware of food 
waste, trying to reduce it at the individual level. Staff members are also more aware, and many are 
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motivated to get involved. Teams at the school have taken ownership of the environmental project 
and are able and willing to carry it out independently in the future. The collaboration of stakeholders 
with different experiences and viewpoints has been a key success factor, allowing sharing of 
information and action that everyone can implement.  

Although food waste was measured after the action plan was implemented, an incomplete baseline 
measurement means that comparisons cannot be measured for this school. However, in the post-
action plan measurement, plate waste was quite low: on average 43g/plate for kindergarten pupils 
and 25g/plate for primary school pupils. 

School 2 

About 150 meals are served per day at the school, which 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 school was dissatisfied with the catering service, and the results of the 
calculation completed in December 2018 were used to write a report describing food waste in the 
school. This report was to be submitted by a parent to the Uccle municipal council to raise alternative 
solutions for the next catering contract. Additionally, the school is now supported by the non-profit 
organisation which runs awareness-raising activities. An assessment of these actions will be made in 
due course. 

Other schools 

Brussels Environment’s work with other schools experienced challenges which resulted in the activity 
being terminated early: 

 School 3 – an initial waste analysis was conducted and an action plan developed in March 2018, 
but the activity was later terminated as there was a lack of response from the school due to a 
change in management. 

 School 4 – there was issues with the initial food waste audit calculation. Very little useable data 
was collected, due to lack of involvement from management staff. Although the calculator was 
adapted, the school decided to drop the project due to capacity constraints.  

 School 5 – although due to implement the action plan since March 2018, the school’s principal 
had other priorities and support from Brussels Environment was withdrawn in 2019 due to the 
continued lack of communication from the school.  
 

3. Challenges  

One of the main challenges of working with schools on food waste reduction is the fact that although 
schools often have a desire to act, it is not their priority. Additionally, there is often a gap between 
educational actors (teaching staff) and kitchen managers (cook, food distribution company, dinner 
ladies, etc.), which makes educational and structural approaches – shown in pilot studies to produce 
a higher reduction in food waste – hard to replicate. 

Other challenges include the difficulty of getting in touch with and maintaining relationships with the 
schools (management, kitchen staff). This makes it difficult to set up a project, since management 
involvement is essential to create lasting change. Management must allocate time and resources to 
the action plan and supervise the project. 

As well as the complexity of the Brussels context and the multiplicity of stakeholders involved, there 
was difficulty in replicating the form of the TRiFOCAL project as there was overlap with other locally 
available resources.   



 

 

4. Learnings 

Successes were seen where a collaborative approach across the school was taken, for example at 
Molenbeek School, where structural changes in the way food is served and educational awareness-
raising activities created positive change. The willingness from staff members to take ownership of 
the project also led to its continuing success. 

Another learning from this activity is that 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 food waste 
in schools. 

5. Conclusion 

Although the content and form of the London TRiFOCAL project was challenging to replicate in the 
Brussels schools context, the experience was still beneficial. The experience provided confirmation 
that food waste in schools is a large issue, which needs to be acted on.  

The difficulty faced in Brussels was the diversity of actors involved (municipalities, school 
management, supervisory staff, children and parents). Due to this, Brussels has decided to approach 
the problem to raise awareness with another equally important audience: 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. There is also an intention to use an annual calendar to raise parents' 
awareness of the many challenges of food with a focus on food waste, which should lead to food 
waste reduction in the future.  

The TRiFOCAL pilot activity in London similarly evolved to include parent programmes in later 
delivery sessions – for more information, please refer to the evaluation case studies on the TRiFOCAL 
schools programme. 

http://resources.trifocal.eu.com/resources/evaluation-case-studies-schools/
http://resources.trifocal.eu.com/resources/evaluation-case-studies-schools/

