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Japan: From Landfill to Table, Tackling Japan’s Food Waste Crisis

Imagine walking through a Japanese supermarket, looking at the arranged rows of fresh sushi, crisp vegetables, and perfectly packaged meals. Now, picture the fate of much of this food: discarded, not on store shelves but waste in landfills. Japan, with a reputation for efficiency, wastes over six million tons of food yearly. This staggering figure contributes to the global total of 1.3 billion tons of food wasted annually (Theworldcounts), a problem that affects the environment, economy, and millions of food-insecure individuals. With little farmland available on their islands and a high dependency on imports, Japan’s food waste problem is overly concerning. Addressing food waste is not simply reducing landfill waste; it’s an opportunity to implement solutions that strengthen communities, support the environment, and improve food security. In my essay, I will explore the root causes of Japan’s food waste and propose innovative strategies and also include developing a user-friendly app to help citizens reduce waste.

Background information

Japan is a beautiful island country with multiple islands in Asia with rugged and mountainous terrain. The Nation has differing climates around it with the north being subarctic and the south as subtropical with a population of 124 million with 92.9 percent of them living in urban areas and the other 7.1 percent living in rural areas (Statista). Only 3.4 percent of the population are food insecure, which unfortunately means they do not have access to safe or nutritious food. Its government is a democracy with a parliament and a constitutional monarchy. The country became a democracy in 1947 after adopting a new constitution that provided civil liberties and established the parliament (Britannica).

With Japan being mostly islands with mountainous terrain, most of it not farmed with only 4.3 million hectares of it being cultivated (Statista). for comparison this is about the size of Switzerland or the size of Yellowstone National Park. Japan manages to produce many major crops, including rice, wheat, soybeans, barley, corn, peanuts, and oats. The sizable exports of the country are their incredible wagyu beef with other major exports being tea, koi, and scallops. Now, with all those crops, even with such little land being cultivated, the farms are quite small with most being 2.99 hectares or for comparison 3 to 5 blocks of a city or about ten football (American) fields.

The average family in Japan is just 2 people, some with only 1 child, the jobs offered to the average family are numerous with some being technical, administrative, health care, and education to name a few with the average wage being 6,200,000 yen or 39,818 USD (United States dollars). The Japanese are known for their nutritious and delicious meals with most family’s daily meals being comprised of steamed rice, miso soup, grilled fish, pickled vegetables, soba or noodles, and curry to name a few. These meals are easy to make, and ingredients are widely available to most Japanese citizens with the most nutritious food being miso soup. These families also have numerous ways of cooking these meals with them having access to ovens, air flyers, stoves, and other amenities. They get most of the ingredients to make this meal from local farms or supermarkets or even have some backyard gardens where they grow their own. All families in Japan are provided with basic education and health. Not only are families’ houses provided with clean water, working toilets, electricity, good, conditioned roads, local markets stocked with goods from imports and local farms and factories, and lastly most of the population have access to cellphone coverage with most having a smartphone as well. Other factors in most Japanese homes are numerous such as competitive school life. This puts pressure on children and parents alike with most parents putting lofty standards on their child, which leaves them stressed in most cases. This is also the work life for most citizens with them working over 43 hours a week with the average number being only 40(Statista). This not only affects spending time with family but also a heavy mental tax as well. The reason many citizens work so much is also because of the inflated cost of living. Another reason is because of the population, Japan is considered to have one of the eldest populations in the world, the elderly population is expected to be over 34.8 percent of the population (BBC, Statista). This causes more strain on family life to care for them. Lastly, there are natural disasters that impact not only families but the economy itself along with infrastructure.

The problem and solutions

Food waste is a genuine issue in Japan. despite efforts to improve the situation. Many households throw away perfectly usable food, like vegetables or gifted items, which often go unused or spoil in 2022 alone, Japan wasted 4.72 million tons of food, even though it is an improvement from six million tons in 2018 (Statista). This waste is not just an environmental concern; it drives up costs for consumers and businesses, takes up valuable space in Japan’s limited landfills, and contributes to toxic emissions from incineration. For lower-income families and farmers, the impact is even worse. Struggling households cannot afford to waste food, and farmers bear the financial burden of food that goes uneaten. Combined with Japan’s reliance on food imports, the high rate of waste undermines food security and increases economic strain. Tackling this issue is critical for ensuring a sustainable future—both for the environment and for Japan’s citizens.

Japan can implement cost effective solutions that can be done to reduce the amount of waste that Japan produces, and some, like my main recommendation, will even be an incentive to reduce waste. One efficient solution that I believe could impact the food waste problem is more community fridges that families donate excess food to, this encourages more work between neighbors, reduces waste by letting them give unwanted food to others, allows for more unfortunate citizens to get a meal. Japan only has a few of these at the current moment but if more were set up it could have a lasting impact, A community fridge in Yamaguchi Prefecture, the 3rd in the country was set up in 2021 with multiple families using it and 20 supporters using the community fridge. With these community fridges having built in kitchens (Mainichi) these fridges can not only provide a place to put unwanted food without wasting it but can also be used as a place to cook these meals, another efficient solution could be in which communities hold food audits in which they discuss how much food they are wasting in their community and then work towards finding the specific problem. for example, if a neighborhood holds an audit and it’s discovered that their main waste of foods comes from over indulging on fast food, they can reduce their waste by eating fast food less, Great Forest, a waste management firm, conducted a food audit on a national food chain in America and revealed that the chain was wasting 26.7 percent of their food(Great Forest). Additionally, a solution could be encouraging more families to use composting for their gardens or even encourage them to make gardens. With this solution, wasted food can go right back into the cycle of producing more food so there is less of a loss of food. Austria successfully composted 34 percent of its municipal waste (Agric). Lastly, another solution could be to have leftover meal kits, these not only help you use food you do not often eat or waste and experiment with different recipes, but my main recommendation will also combine this solution into it. 

These solutions not only help the citizens of the whole country by keeping them informed about saving and not wasting food, but they also help them save money and eat nutritious foods that satisfy them. Some solutions have been tried other than the ones I have mentioned, A law was mandated by the Japanese government that forces companies to report food waste, moreover, lots of food waste goes to animals at farms for feed. These solutions have made quite a dent in the food waste problem in Japan with six million tons in 2018 to only 4.72 million in 2022 (Statista).This is a major improvement, but Japan can reduce it even further, With the fourth largest economy in the world(Ap News),  they have the infrastructure and technological power to fund and implement advanced farming and waste reduction. Other countries surrounding Japan also face major food waste problems, China generates a staggering thirty-five million tons of food a year (earth.org), and South Korea generates five million tons of food waste. There are more, but these are some major producers, these countries have taken strides in addressing the food waste issue, South Korea has put into effect a mandatory food waste recycling program in which they have implemented a food waste composting scheme in which citizens are required by law to use a designated bag to put their food waste In and then on everyday except Saturday, curbside pickup picks up the bags, which has helped them to achieve 98 percent in recycling their food waste(Washington Post), this fact means that out of an estimated 5 million tons of food waste, only a 100 thousand is left. China has focused its efforts on food waste by drafting laws to help people shy away from wasting so much food. Japan could learn from these two countries by adopting some of their solutions, Japan would not only benefit from it but also show international support for reducing food waste. My country, The United States of America, which wastes over 60 million in food waste (Recycle Track Systems) could apply some solutions from Japan and surrounding countries to reduce their food waste by a staggering amount, we not only have the economic power, but the infrastructure and technology to use.

My solution to the Issue of food waste in Japan personally would be to develop an app that tracks the expiration dates of newly purchased foods and gives them a recommendation of what dishes or meals to make which are nutritious and easy to make, it would also give them recommendations on what to do with food they don’t want, like donating them. The same would be said for already expired foods, it would give solutions on what to do with them besides just throwing them out, like using them for compost. Rewards and competitions could be held to give more of an incentive to reduce waste. My overall goal of the app is to reduce food waste in Japan and across globally with this solution, A few limitations hold this solution back, however, some citizens will not download the app because of age. With the population being very old, some wouldn’t find the app appealing, but my solution to that would be to make the app very accessible and easy to use for people of all ages, or just don’t use phones in general for various reasons to be able to use the app. There are few cultural limitations to it either, one notable one is that on trains it is rude for a phone to go off so users will have to put their phone on silent. The ones who could lead this project could easily be a small team of coders and programmers to bug test and code the app, these members would be from communities around Japan, from companies or schools and for schools, working on app would help students gain valuable insights and opportunities to work for bigger companies when their ready. This app’s sponsor could be the government, a technology or app-based organization like Sony or Cybozu, the government could also provide rewards for the app like a plaque for a major milestone in waste reduction or other benefits like free train passes or discounts in stores. They could also provide funding; funding could also be gained through the use of partnerships with other companies by showing ads for their products on the app but not enough to ruin the user experience. As previously stated, this app would need coders and programmers, but it would also require a decent amount of advertising to get the app out there, so citizens know about It, some funding as well to pay for the coders, advertising, and the rewards for users. The strategy to get the app to be successful would be for it to have a user-friendly interface to allow users to use it easily and showing the citizens of Japan through advertising that food waste is important and that through my app we can reduce it. Part of my user friendly interface would be an in-depth food preparation menu with different difficulties and meal times but all resulting in a nutritious meal, A great reward system encouraging users to do more to reduce food waste, a good team of coders and programmers to bug test, optimize, monitor the app, and add new features to the app, and lastly, a good advertising campaign to show the app to lots of citizens and showing them the importance of food waste and the mission to stop it. With Japan’s exceptionally large economy and technological power, they cannot only provide the coders and programmers needed to run the app but also provide the funding for everything. This app could also be very sustainable as well with only needing a small team of coders and programmers to run the app. After initial advertisements, few would need to be made if the first ones made a sufficient impact, as time passed, more members would be needed to manage the number of users to the app. This solution is not only feasible, but a workable solution to the food waste problem, most citizens in the country use a cell phone, and the culture and tradition of the country have caused most citizens to only eat nutritious meals, so they would enjoy the meals provided. Similar apps like the app Too Good to Go have been successfully implemented into other countries by reportedly saving 300 million meals that were bound to be wasted (New Food Magazine). Unfortunately, it’s only available in primarily western countries like the US and the U.K, so my app would not interfere with the other app.

Conclusion

In conclusion in addressing Japan’s food waste crisis, the opportunity is far beyond reducing landfill space, it is about having a more sustainable and efficient food system. By using more clever solutions like community fridges, food waste audits, and my proposed app, Japan can set an example for the world on how technology and collaboration can reduce waste. With its advanced economy, strong infrastructure, and resourceful citizens, Japan is in a unique position to lead the charge in food waste reduction like South Korea, Moreover, these efforts could inspire other nations to adopt similar practices, transforming a global challenge into an opportunity for a worldwide change. Food waste is a problem for not only one country; it is a chance for us as humans to rethink how we value and manage food. By embracing innovation and doing our part, not only can we build a future where no meal goes to waste but also ensure a better world for generations to come.
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