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Topic: Food

Food Waste: A Problem Hiding in Plain Sight

Walk through any supermarket just before closing time and you may see employees clearing
shelves of unsold bread, salad, or fruit that still looks perfectly edible. For many shoppers, this
is a wake-up call: if so much food is discarded at the final stage, what must be happening
earlier in the system? Yet visible waste at retail and in households is only the tip of the iceberg.
A substantial share of food is lost before it ever reaches a plate: during harvesting, storage,
processing, and transport. For researchers and policy makers, the first step is to separate two
closely related ideas: food loss, which usually occurs earlier in the supply chain, and food
waste, which tends to happen at shops, restaurants, and in homes. The distinction matters
because different stages require different solutions.

At the farm level, losses can be driven by forces that have little to do with consumer behavior.
Weather extremes may damage crops, but even in normal seasons large quantities are left
unharvested due to labour shortages or sudden drops in market prices. If the cost of picking,
packing, and transporting produce exceeds the price it will fetch, farmers may decide itis
financially rational to leave food in the ground. In other cases, strict cosmetic standards mean
that misshapen carrots or slightly blemished apples are rejected despite being safe to eat.
These standards are partly shaped by consumer expectations, but they are also reinforced by
contracts and grading systems. In this sense, growers and retailers are in the same boat: both
operate under pressure to deliver consistent appearance and predictable supply.




Losses also occur after harvest, particularly for perishable goods. Inadequate refrigeration,
delays at ports, and poor storage facilities can cause spoilage long before products reach
markets. In some regions, a weak “cold chain” makes it difficult to keep meat, dairy, or fresh
produce at safe temperatures during transport. When companies cut corners on equipment
maintenance or packaging quality, the risk of spoilage increases. Such failures can be costly
for businesses, but they are often hidden from consumers, who only see the final price on the
shelf.

Retail practices can unintentionally push waste upward. Supermarkets compete on
abundance: full shelves signal freshness and choice, while empty spaces suggest poor
management. To avoid disappointing customers, stores may overstock, especially on
weekends or during holidays. Promotions such as “buy one, get one free” can boost sales, but
they may also encourage households to purchase more than they can consume. As a result,
waste is not simply a matter of careless individuals; it is partly produced by systems designed
to minimize commercial risk.

In homes, food waste is shaped by routine decisions that add up over time. People may buy
ingredients with good intentions (e.g. planning to cook healthy meals) only to find themselves
too busy to prepare them. Portions are often larger than necessary, and leftovers may be
forgotten at the back of the fridge. Confusion around date labels is another common factor.
Many consumers treat “best before” as a strict safety warning rather than a quality indicator,
throwing away products that remain edible. In reality, “use by” dates relate more directly to
safety, while “best before” usually refers to taste and texture. Without clear public

understanding, perfectly good food can be discarded out of caution.

The environmental impact of this waste is substantial. Food that is never eaten still requires
land, water, fertiliser, energy, and labour. When wasted food ends up in landfill, it can
produce methane, a potent greenhouse gas. Moreover, the environmental cost is not evenly
distributed. Waste in high-income settings often reflects consumer choice and retail systemes,
while loss in lower-income settings may be linked to infrastructure gaps such as limited
storage and transport. Reducing waste, therefore, is not merely about personal responsibility;
it is also about investment, regulation, and the design of supply chains.



Solutions exist, but they must match the stage at which food is lost. On farms, “ugly produce”
campaigns and more flexible grading can create markets for imperfect items. Some retailers
have begun selling misshapen fruit at lower prices or partnering with processors that turn
surplus produce into soups and sauces. In the supply chain, improved refrigeration, better
transport planning, and stronger storage facilities can reduce spoilage. In retail, demand
forecasting and dynamic pricing (lowering prices as products approach their date) can shift
food from bins to baskets. Donation partnerships with charities also help, although they are
often limited by logistics and food safety rules.

At the household level, clearer labelling and public education can make a difference. When
consumers understand what labels mean, they are less likely to discard food prematurely.
Simple habits like meal planning, storing food correctly or freezing leftovers can reduce
waste, but relying on individual behavior alone is rarely sufficient. Small actions can feel like a
drop in the ocean unless larger systems change alongside them.

Technology is increasingly part of the conversation. Apps that connect surplus food with
buyers or community groups can divert edible items away from disposal. Data-driven tools
can help supermarkets predict demand more accurately, reducing over-ordering. However,
digital solutions are not a magic fix; they may work well in cities with high smartphone use,
while offering less support in rural areas. And even effective redistribution does not address
the deeper issue: preventing waste in the first place.

Some measures also bring trade-offs. Packaging, for instance, can extend shelf life and
protect fragile produce, but it often increases plastic use and can spark public criticism.
This makes packaging a double-edged sword: reducing food waste may sometimes raise
other environmental concerns. For policy makers, the challenge is to weigh these competing
outcomes and avoid shifting the problem from one area to another.

Ultimately, food waste is a systems problem with many points of failure. If governments keep
it on the back burner, the inefficiencies will continue, quietly draining resources while
emissions rise. Meaningful progress requires coordinated action: infrastructure where it is
missing, incentives that make waste reduction financially sensible, retail practices that
discourage overbuying, and consumers who are supported by clear information. The goal is
not perfection, but steady improvement across the chain so that less food is produced only to
be thrown away.




ﬁ Glossary

1. the tip of the iceberg (idiom)

Meaning: the small visible part of a much larger hidden problem/story

Example: Retail waste is only the tip of the iceberg; much more happens before food reaches
shops.

2. labour shortage (n phr) (labour (n), shortage (n), shortage of...)
Meaning: a situation in which there are not enough workers available
Example: A seasonal labour shortage can leave crops unharvested.

3. produce (n) (produce (v), producer (n), production (n))
Meaning: fresh fruit and vegetables (especially sold in shops/markets)
Example: Supermarkets often reject produce that does not meet cosmetic standards.

4, perishable (adj) (perish (v), perishability (n))
Meaning: likely to spoil quickly
Example: Milk and berries are highly perishable items.

5. spoilage (n) (spoil (v), spoiled/spoilt (adj))
Meaning: the process of food becoming bad to eat
Example: Delays in transport can lead to spoilage of fresh goods.

6. cold chain (n phr) (cold-chain logistics (n), refrigeration (n))
Meaning: a temperature-controlled system for storing and transporting food
Example: A reliable cold chain reduces loss during shipping.

7. cut corners (idiom/verb phr) (corner-cutting (n))
Meaning: do something too cheaply or quickly, reducing quality or safety
Example: If companies cut corners on storage, food can spoil before it reaches consumers.

8. overstock (v) (overstocking (n), overstocked (adj))
Meaning: to stock more goods than can be sold
Example: Stores sometimes overstock to avoid empty shelves.

9. add up over time (verb phr) (add up (v), accumulation (n), cumulative (adj))
Meaning: gradually become a large total
Example: Small amounts of waste can add up over time in a busy household.

10. edible (adj) (eat (v), edible portion (n), inedible (adj))
Meaning: safe and suitable to eat
Example: Large quantities of edible food are thrown away due to date-label confusion.

1. landfill (n) (landfill site (n), landfilled (adj/part.), landfill disposal (n))
Meaning: a place where waste is buried; also, the disposal method in formal writing
Example: Food that ends up in landfill can produce methane as it breaks down.

12. a double-edged sword (idiom)
Meaning: something that has both advantages and disadvantages
Example: Packaging is a double-edged sword: it can reduce waste but increase plastic use.



13. on the back burner (idiom)
Meaning: treated as a low priority for now
Example: Some governments keep food waste on the back burner despite its environmental

impact.

14. drain resources (verb phr) (draining (adj/part.), resource-intensive (adj))
Meaning: use up valuable resources such as money, energy, time, land, or water
Example: Producing food that is never eaten drains resources across the entire supply chain.

15. financially sensible (adj phr) (finance (n), financially (adv), sensible (adj)
Meaning: economically reasonable; a decision that makes good financial sense
Example: For a farmer, leaving crops unharvested may be financially sensible when prices collapse.




Vocabulary Task 1 - Fill in the blanks

/ Word bank:
— % drain resources  perishable « cut corners « on the back burner « the tip of
— the iceberg « spoilage « cold chain « add up over time « landfill « financially
— sensible

1. What most shoppers notice, like near-expiry items left on shelves, may beonly _____ _____ ,
because large quantities can disappear earlier through rejected harvests and transport delays.

2. Even in well-run households, buying fresh ingredients “just in case” can be risky when the items are
highly __________ and weekend plans change at the last minute.

3. When exporters rely on outdated trucks or inconsistent refrigeration,aweak ___ ____ __ _ can
turn a routine delivery into a race against time.

4. In a heatwave, a single breakdown at a distribution centre can trigger _ __ ___ ___ _ across
thousands of units, even if the food looked fine when it was loaded.

5. Some companies claim to support sustainability, yetthey __________ on staff training and
equipment maintenance, which increases waste in ways customers never see.

6. A few leftovers thrown out here and there might seem trivial, but these habits ___ ___ ___ _ ,
especially in large families with busy routines.

7. Producing food that is later discarded does not only waste money;itcanalso ________ __ such
as water, land, fertiliser, and energy invested in farming and transport.

8. For a small producer facing falling prices, donating surplus may be ethically appealing, but selling
atalossisnotalways ___ ______ _ in the short term.

9. Many cities are trying to reduce whatgoesto ___ __ ___ __ by expanding composting systems
and charging households based on the volume of waste they throw away.

10. When decision-makers treat food waste as an optional issue and keep it _____ _____
depends mainly on scattered individual efforts rather than coordinated policy.

, progress



Vocabulary Task 2: Multiple-Choice Questions
/ Choose the correct answer (A,B,C, or D)

1. Which sentence uses cut corners correctly?

A. They cut corners by donating surplus food.

B. They cut corners by upgrading cold storage.
C. They cut corners on packaging to save money.
D. They cut corners because sales increased.

. Which is closest in meaning to add up over time?
. happen suddenly

. accumulate gradually

. break down quickly

. cancel out completely

OO0 wW>»Nb

. If something is the tip of the iceberg, itis...
. the largest part of a problem

. the final stage of a process

.a small visible part of a bigger issue
.anissue thatis easy to solve

OO0 wmp>p»HA

Which example best matches a double-edged sword?
. Clearer labels reduce confusion

. dynamic pricing reduces waste

. packaging protects food but adds plastic

. meal planning saves money

OO0 w>»Fr

. If anissue is kept on the back burner, itis...
. treated as a top priority

. postponed and given low attention

. debated openly every day

. solved by technology immediately

OO0 wm>»ow

A labour shortage is a situation where...
. too many workers apply
. hot enough workers are available
. wages rise too slowly
. jobs are highly automated

OO0 w>»o

In a supermarket, produce usually refers to...
. bread and cereal
. fresh fruit and vegetables
.canned food
. frozen meals

OO0 w>» N

. Which item is most likely perishable?
. rice

. canned beans

. fresh fish

D. flour

O W > ©®



9. Which situation most likely causes spoilage?
A. faster delivery schedules

B. stable refrigeration

C. broken cooling equipment

D. clear date labels

10. The cold chain is most important for...
A. salt and sugar

B. fresh dairy and meat

C. dry pasta

D. bottled water

11. Why might a store overstock?
A. to avoid empty shelves

B. to reduce customer choice

C. to shorten opening hours

D. to make labels clearer

12. If something is edible, it is...
A. safe to eat

B. expensive to buy

C. grown locally

13. A landfill is a place where...

A. food is grown

B. waste is buried

C. goods are recycled into energy
D. products are manufactured

14. Which situation is most financially sensible for a farmer?
A. harvesting at a loss

B. leaving crops when prices collapse

C. paying extra for slower transport



IELTS Speaking Questions

Speaking Part 2 — Cue Card (Food Waste)

Describe a time when you realised you or other people wasted food.
You should say:

. what food was wasted

- where it happened (home, restaurant, shop, etc.)

- why it was wasted

- and explain what you learned from the experience.

How to structure your Part 2 answer

What kind of task is this?
This is a past experience + reflection task. You tell a story, then you explain the lesson.

A simple structure you can follow (2 minutes)

1) Set the scene

Say when and where it happened, and what was going on.
Useful frames:

- “This happened a few months ago when..”

- “l was at home / at a restaurant / at work, and..”

2) Cover the bullet points

Do them in order, and give similar time to each one.

- What food was wasted (be specific: what it was, how much, what condition)

- Where it happened (home / restaurant / shop / event)

- Why it was wasted (give 2 reasons if you can: planning + storage, confusion about
labels, over-ordering, etc.)

3) Explain what you learned

This is where your score jumps, because you’re reflecting, not just describing.
Good angles:

- what you realised about habits/systems

- what you changed afterwards

Frames:

- “What surprised me was..”

- “It made me realise that..”

- “Since then, I've started to..”

4) Finish clearly One final sentence to close the story.
- “So overall, it changed the way I..”

Language that helps (quick toolkit)

- Sequencing: At first, then, later, in the end

- Cause-effect: because, which meant that, as a result \
- Reflection: it made me realise, | learned that, | became more aware of..




Speaking Part 3 — Discussion Questions (Food Waste)

1. Why do you think food waste is common in some societies?
Category: Causes / reasons

2. Which is more effective: educating consumers or changing business practices? Why?
Category: Evaluation + comparison

3. Should supermarkets be required to donate unsold food?
Category: Opinion + policy (agree/disagree)

4. Some people argue that “ugly” fruit and vegetables should be promoted more. Do you agree?
Category: Opinion + solution proposal

5. How can governments reduce food loss in countries with weak infrastructure?
Category: Solutions (system-level)

6. What role should technology play in reducing food waste?
Category: Role of technology (benefits + limits)

7. Do you think date labels on food are clear enough? What should change?
Category: Problem + improvement / recommendation

8. How is food waste connected to environmental issues such as climate change?
Category: Cause-effect explanation

How to structure your Part 3 answers

A reliable structure for every Part 3 question
Step 1 — Answer (your position) | 1sentence
Say your main idea directly.

- “l think it’s mainly because..”

- “In my view, yes, because..”

Step 2 — Explain (why) | 2-3 sentences

Give one or two strong reasons. Add a contrast if it helps.
- “The main reasoniis..”

- “Another factoris..”

- “However, it depends on..”

Step 3 — Example (make it real) | 1-2 sentences

Give a simple example from real life (your country, a typical supermarket, families, schools, etc.).
- “For example, in many supermarkets..”

- “A good example is when..”

Optional final line (if you have time):
- “So overall, ..”

How to adapt your answer to each question category

- Causes / reasons: give 2 causes (social + economic) + an example

- Evaluation / comparison: choose one option, explain why, then add one short “however” sentence
- Policy (should..?): give your opinion + one benefit + one practical challenge

- Solutions: give 2-3 solutions, explain how they work, then give an example

- Technology: say what tech can do and one limitation

- Cause-effect: explain the chain clearly (A > B > C), then give an example



Answer key

Vocabulary Task 1
1) the tip of the iceberg, 2) perishable, 3) cold chain, 4) spoilage, 5) cut corners, 6) add up over time, 7)
drain resources, 8) financially sensible, 9) landfill, 10) on the back burner.

Vocabulary Task 2
1)C,2)B,3)C,4)C,5)B,6)B,7)B,8)C,9) C,10)B,11) A 12) A, 13) B,14) B

© 2026 Studdia Live. All rights reserved. This document and its contents are the intellectual property of Studdia
Live. You may share this material for non-commercial educational purposes with proper attribution.
Unauthorized commercial use, reproduction, or distribution is strictly prohibited.

studdia



