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Abstract
Retail corporations orchestrate much of what happens in today’s food supply chains. From setting sky-high cosmetic stand-
ards for fresh produce to bundling off close-to-expiry products at discounted prices, retail’s contribution to food waste often 
extends beyond its in-store numbers. By occupying a powerful position in a globalised food system, these corporations 
enable chronic overproduction and consequently, the removal of surplus food from supply chains. This, in turn, contributes 
to the unfair distribution and overexploitation of food resources, further exacerbating the globally pervasive problem of food 
insecurity. To realise the right to food and the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal of halving global per capita 
food waste by 2030, we argue that retail corporations must be held accountable for their direct and indirect contribution to 
food waste. We posit that to make a tangible difference, they must move away from the current voluntary corporate social 
responsibility approach to food waste reduction and instead invest in robust due diligence mechanisms and transparent 
reporting systems in line with the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and the upcoming EU Corporate 
Sustainability Due Diligence Directive. Based on Pillar II of the Guiding Principles, we propose a five-step approach to 
accountability for food waste that may lead to serious actions towards the relaxation of cosmetic standards, abolition of 
unfair trading practices, and improvement in demand forecasting, thereby reducing the volume of food that ends up as waste.
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Abbreviations
BHR	� Business and human rights
CSR	� Corporate social responsibility
FAO	� Food and agriculture organisation of the United 

Nations
NGO	� Non-governmental organisation
SDGs	� Sustainable development goals
UN	� United Nations
UNEP	� United Nations environment programme
UNGPs	� United Nations guiding principles on business 

and human rights

Introduction

A rapidly growing body of scientific literature suggests that 
food waste exacerbates climate change, negatively impacts 
food security, and causes grave economic harm (Papargy-
ropoulou et al., 2014; Vermeulen et al., 2012; West et al., 
2014). In the last decade, food waste has made its way to the 
top of policy agendas around the world. From national and 
regional institutions to the United Nations, there has been 
palpable political will to take action to reduce the amount of 
food that ends up in landfills and incinerators.

Calculating food waste volumes at various stages of the 
supply chain is a critical first step towards implementing 
prevention and valorisation strategies (Parfitt et al., 2010). 
The most reliable global estimates for food waste are cur-
rently provided by the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO) and the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP), who are custodian agencies for 
the Food Loss Index and the Food Waste Index, respectively. 
Both these indexes were developed in connection with the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) target 
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12.3, which aims to halve per capita global food waste at 
the retail and consumer levels and reduce food losses along 
production and supply chains by 2030. Food material that 
gets removed from the food supply chain before the retail 
stage is referred to as food loss (UNEP, 2021). When food 
is removed during or after retail, it is known as food waste 
(UNEP, 2021). However, the scope of this commentary does 
not necessitate the use of such a dichotomy. Therefore, we 
use the term ‘food waste’ to refer to both, food loss and food 
waste.

As per the latest measurements, the annual food loss and 
waste volume is estimated to be around 1.3 billion tonnes 
(UNEP, 2021). This is one third of all food grown on the 
planet every year. The Food Waste Index which monitors 
and reports on waste from the last stages of the food supply 
chain including retail, food service, and households esti-
mates that 931 million tonnes of food is wasted at these 
stages every year. As per the 2021 Food Waste Index report, 
61.1% of these 931 million tonnes comes from households 
(UNEP, 2021). A further 26.2% comes from food service 
operations. And lastly, a modest 12.6% from retail (UNEP, 
2021). The remaining 369 million tonnes of the total volume 
is lost before it even reaches the retail or food service stages. 
These numbers have inspired several consumer-focussed 
interventions and a broad range of studies that aim to under-
stand the drivers of household food waste and reduce its 
occurrence (Hebrok & Boks, 2017). Meanwhile, food loss 
reduction efforts have been working towards optimising 
post-harvest techniques and improving storage infrastruc-
ture (Hodges et al., 2011). Studies examining retail-level 
food waste often focus on the quantities of food discarded 
by supermarkets (Xue et al., 2017).

It has been established in existing literature (see Section 
‘Retail power in food supply chains’) that retail’s impact on 
food waste extends much beyond its own tangible waste. 
By holding a pivotal position in today’s food system, retail 
corporations influence how much food is discarded by actors 
throughout the chain. In this commentary, we further argue 
that CSR strategies are of limited use in this context and 
conceptualise the possibility of addressing the issue of 
food waste through an accountability-based system rooted 
in the realisation of the human right to food. The piece is 
organised as follows. Section ‘Retail power in food supply 
chains’ describes the various ways in which retail corpo-
rations exert power over upstream actors in the food sup-
ply chain as well as consumers and political processes. In 
the section titled ‘Corporate social responsibility and food 
waste’, we investigate corporate social responsibility strate-
gies employed by retailers to address food waste in their sup-
ply chains and examine the shortcomings of this approach. 
This is followed by a section on ‘Conceptualising a human 
rights-based due diligence framework to address food waste’ 
wherein we look at food waste through a business and human 

rights lens and propose an accountability-based system to 
address it. The commentary ends with concluding remarks.

Retail Power in Food Supply Chains

A major advantage that retailers have over other actors in the 
supply chain is their proximity to consumers. Having access 
to consumer preferences allows retail to take on the guardi-
anship of consumer interests and dictate what and how much 
to produce to upstream actors. Since the late 90 s, retail cor-
porations have gained considerable market power, creating 
an oligopolistic market structure (Rossignoli & Moruzzo, 
2014). Retail conglomerates from developed countries in 
the Global North, especially those incorporated in the Euro-
pean Union, command immense influence over producers 
and processors all over the world (Bui et al., 2019; Fuchs & 
Kalfagianni, 2009; Rao et al., 2021; Rossignoli & Moruzzo, 
2014). These corporations dictate safety and quality specifi-
cations through contractual agreements with their suppliers, 
often through various ‘voluntary’ private standards devel-
oped by them (Rao et al., 2021).

Private standards started out with the aim of harmonising 
food safety requirements in a rapidly globalising market in 
the late 90 s and early 2000s. However, wanting to establish 
export credentials made them de facto mandatory among 
suppliers throughout the world. Eventually, private standards 
became the minimum requirement for simply existing in the 
market, and retailers started using them to create product 
differentiation and enter new markets (Konefal et al., 2005; 
Trienekens & Zuurbier, 2008). To retain their compliance 
certification for these standards, producers and other actors 
are compelled to adhere to new and changing demands 
regarding their products and processes. These require-
ments can range from specifications regarding the cosmetic 
standards for fresh produce to the use of certain packaging 
materials for finished products. While actors in developed 
countries are often offered flexibility regarding the adop-
tion of new requirements, those in developing countries are 
compelled to accede (Naiki, 2014).

Although the connection between private standards and 
food waste has not been studied as extensively as some 
other aspects of food waste management, it is known that 
the prescriptive and demanding nature of these standards 
leads to the wastage of food that is fit for human consump-
tion. Consignments of food are known to be rejected and 
produce is known to get left unharvested on fields if found to 
deviate from standard requirements even slightly (Hansen & 
Trifković, 2014; Parfitt et al., 2010; Rao et al., 2021). Retail 
corporations are also known to use private standards to carry 
out unfair trading practices (Thompson & Lockie, 2013), 
both at the international as well as national and local levels 
(Ghosh & Eriksson, 2019). Retailers are also able to reject 
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perfectly compliant products if cheaper options are acces-
sible elsewhere. Due to ‘take-back agreements’, manufactur-
ers are obligated to take back unsold products without retail 
corporations having to pay for the now unsaleable products. 
Overall, it is well recognised that cosmetic standards for 
food products enforced by retail corporations play a key role 
in the sustenance of unfair trading practices that in turn lead 
to food waste generation (Devin & Richards, 2018; Messner 
et al., 2022; Piras et al., 2018; Richards et al., 2012).

Next to directly impacting supply chain actors through 
business relations, retail corporations are known to influ-
ence the governance of the food system more broadly as 
well. Fuchs and Kalfagianni (2009) for instance, show that 
retailers define and mould the discourse on sustainability in 
public policies and political processes. Certain sustainability 
issues are thereby prioritised over others, in a manner that 
fits the agenda of the retail corporations (Fuchs & Kalfagi-
anni, 2009). Given food waste’s absence from the sustain-
ability reports of some of the world’s biggest retail corpora-
tions (Pulker et al., 2018), it appears to be among the issues 
that have been assigned low priority. The work of Wakeman 
et al., (2022) explores this phenomenon through the lens 
of bounded ethicality. They suggest that heterogeneity of 
moral values combined with limited time and resources to 
address a plethora of sustainability objectives allows actors 
to be selective about the causes they address. Despite being 
aware of the social and economic consequences associated 
with food waste, retailers may not act on it if they do not see 
it as an ethical dilemma requiring urgent attention (Wake-
man et al., 2022). Considering the complex and scattered 
nature of the food waste problem, Wakeman and colleagues 
conclude that retailers may not understand how their (in)
actions are in fact morally charged and contribute to food 
waste. Additionally, they may also not think of food waste to 
be as critical a sustainability goal as other social, economic, 
and environmental issues in the food system.

Retail’s relationship with consumers is worth discussing 
here as well. It is well known that retailers transfer close-
to-expiry products from their stores to consumers’ homes 
through multi-buy promotions, up-sizing coupons, and 
high-pressure marketing tactics (Aschemann-Witzel et al., 
2015; Calvo-Porral et al., 2017). In response to recent stud-
ies indicating that such promotions cause consumers to pur-
chase more food than they can consume before the expiration 
date, some retailers have moved away from ‘buy one get one 
free’ schemes (Aschemann-Witzel et al., 2016; Evans et al., 
2017). However, the sector continues to inform consumer 
choices in other ways. Dixon (2007) suggests that super-
markets have taken on a paternalistic role in today’s society 
by subtly but proactively taking charge of various aspects of 
consumers’ lifestyle choices. Evans et al., (2017) observed 
this in the context of food waste management as well. In 
their study, retailers sought to position themselves as cultural 

and lifestyle authorities who benevolently offered to help 
consumers solve the problem of domestic food waste in their 
households through generic food storage tips and low waste 
recipes. Thus, as illustrated in Fig. 1, it is clear that the retail 
sector exerts its power in not only its upstream relationships 
but also downstream, with its customers.

Several of the studies discussed in this section study 
retailers from the periphery. To gain a better understanding 
of the sector’s views on the issue of food waste, results from 
case studies and theory-based literature must be supple-
mented by additional cross-sectional research on the subject. 
However, empirically studying retail’s contribution to global 
food waste levels and its plans to act on the problem will 
require the sector’s participation. Through personal attempts 
to recruit participants for such studies as well as accounts 
described by other researchers (Devin & Richards, 2018; 
Parfitt et al., 2010), we know that the retail sector is reluctant 
to divulge information about the negative impacts of its mar-
ket power. Often, suppliers are also hesitant to participate 
in this kind of research or speak up against retail’s impact 
on their food waste volumes so as to not ‘bite the hand that 
feeds’ (Devin & Richards, 2018).

Corporate Social Responsibility and Food 
Waste

Carroll’s foundational work on Corporate Social Respon-
sibility (CSR) suggests that a business may be considered 
socially responsible if it fulfils society’s economic, legal, 
ethical, and philanthropic expectations (Carroll, 1979, 
1991). Several commentators have contested this defini-
tion over the years (Sheehy, 2015), but most agree that CSR 
focuses on causes that are marketable, ‘good for business’, 
and allow for the improvement of business relations with 
stakeholders and customers (Cantrell et al., 2015; Rodri-
guez-Gomez et al., 2020; Rost & Ehrmann, 2017). Some 
guidelines on CSR, such as the ISO 26000, seek to frame 
CSR as an accountability tool by stating that organisations 
must take on responsibility for the impact of their decisions 
and activities on society and the environment (Moggi et al., 
2018). However, considering that such guidelines remain 
legally non-binding, a shift in the definition or scope of CSR 
is unlikely to change the fact that corporations can choose 
which social or environmental issues they engage with.

The food industry’s strong dependence on natural and 
human resources offers it several CSR avenues to act upon 
(Hartmann, 2011; Maloni & Brown, 2006). Anselmsson 
and Johansson (2007) identify human, product, and envi-
ronmental responsibility as the three dimensions of CSR 
relevant for food retailers. In the context of this analysis, 
food waste reduction can be classified as an environmen-
tal responsibility since the connection between food waste 
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and environmental degradation has been well established. 
Food waste’s connection with food insecurity also makes it 
a human responsibility. However, given that CSR is deeply 
rooted in corporate volunteerism, food waste reduction com-
petes with several other environmental and human responsi-
bility issues for a place on retailer’s CSR agendas.

Of all the ways in which retail corporations contribute 
to food waste, in-store food waste is the most noticeable 
to its customers. With activists and NGOs bringing pub-
lic attention to supermarket food waste volumes, retailers 
are pressured into managing their surpluses in a way that 
society deems appropriate (Aschemann-Witzel et al., 2022). 
Donating to food banks, social supermarkets, and other char-
itable organisations has been a popular CSR strategy for 
managing in-store surpluses in a socially acceptable manner 
while earning ‘green credit’ (Filimonau & Gherbin, 2017; 
Hermsdorf et al., 2017; Shaw & Shaw, 2019). However, 
studies investigating the contents of food banks parcels have 
reported that they often contain products that recipients are 
unable to or do not wish to consume (Shaw & Shaw, 2019; 
van der Horst et al., 2014). Next to unpopular formulations 
that get left behind on supermarket shelves, expired and even 
contaminated products are known to end up in food bank 
parcels, a phenomenon that deeply impacts recipients’ dig-
nity and sense of self-worth (Shaw & Shaw, 2019; van der 

Horst et al., 2014). Food banks’ reliance on donations from 
private actors such as retailers has also been criticised as 
failure of state welfare mechanisms, especially in developed 
countries (Dowler & O’Connor, 2012; Lambie-Mumford, 
2017; Poppendieck, 1999; Riches & Silvasti, 2014). There-
fore, while donation does aid in the mitigation of hunger and 
offer a practical solution for using surplus food, dumping 
excess food onto socio-economically marginalised popula-
tions can neither be seen as a long-term solution to food 
insecurity nor can it effectively address the root causes of 
food waste (Messner et al., 2020). Other valorisation strate-
gies that retailers employ include sending surplus food to 
farms to be used as animal feed or to digesters for conversion 
to biofuel. These strategies, although better than sending 
food waste to landfills, are environmentally inefficient when 
compared to preventing surplus food from being generated 
or using it for human consumption (Papargyropoulou et al., 
2014).

Recent empirical findings suggest that CSR initiatives 
employed by retail corporations may create a façade regard-
ing their commitment towards reducing food waste with-
out requiring them to make systemic changes (Devin & 
Richards, 2018; Pulker et al., 2018). The most recent and 
comprehensive study analysing the CSR reports of the 100 
biggest food retailers around the world found that only 22 

Fig. 1   Retail corporations' 
impact on food waste through-
out the food supply chain
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of these organisations reported on their food waste reduc-
tion initiatives (Pulker et al., 2018). Some promised to be 
more transparent about their food waste numbers and others 
described partnerships with food rescue platforms and chari-
ties that allow consumers to take home their surplus food 
for free or at a reduced price (Pulker et al., 2018). Only one 
retailer, Tesco Plc, discussed plans to address food waste 
throughout its supply chain (Pulker et al., 2018). When retail 
corporations attempt to address the problem of food waste 
by focusing on solely reducing their own waste volumes, 
they merely treat a symptom of the systemic problem of 
overproduction. In wanting to appease consumer wishes for 
perpetually full supermarket shelves, a wide range of prod-
uct variety, and perfectly shaped produce, retailers continue 
to enable a system that suffers from chronic overproduction.

Conceptualising a Human Rights‑Based Due 
Diligence Framework to Address Food Waste

Free-market capitalism allows retail corporations to operate 
with the singular aim of maximising profits, without hav-
ing to address the issue of overproduction. Some scholars 
believe that the socio-environmental nature of the food waste 
problem warrants government action via economic incen-
tives and sanctions. This view often excludes businesses 
from having to take responsibility beyond voluntary CSR 
initiatives. An opposing view, captured in the business and 
human rights discourse (Ramasastry, 2015) and legal and 
policy developments (European Commission, 2022; United 
Nations, 2011), contends that corporations must be held to 
account for not acting on business practices that actively 
harm the wellbeing of communities and obstruct the fulfil-
ment of human rights.

The right to food has been recognised in two international 
human rights instruments, the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (hereafter the Covenant). Like 
other economic and social rights, the right to food is often 
misunderstood. It is not about the ‘government doing eve-
rything for everyone’, nor is it ‘the right to be fed’ (Riches, 
2018), except in situations of emergency such as war or natu-
ral disasters. The right to food is multifaceted, and includes 
four interrelated elements: availability, adequacy, accessi-
bility, and sustainability, which have been developed by the 
Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (here-
after the Committee), the UN body tasked with monitoring 
the implementation of the Covenant (General Comment no 
12 of the Covenant). Under the Covenant, states have the 
primary legal responsibility to ensure the right is fulfilled.

As argued by Telesetsky (2013), minimising food waste 
should be regarded as a means of realising the right to 
food. The Covenant does not explicitly mention food waste. 

However, it does require states to take measures to “improve 
methods of (…) conservation and distribution of food by 
making full use of technical and scientific knowledge, (…) 
and by developing or reforming agrarian systems in such a 
way as to achieve the most efficient development and utilisa-
tion of natural resources” (Article 11(2)(a)). Telesetsky (p. 
483) thus contends that “while this language may have been 
intended to be narrowly tailored to the food waste that hap-
pens as food loss in the fields as part of agricultural systems, 
it can also be read to apply to a lack of storage, markets, 
commodity networks, and small-scale processing industries 
since the obligation includes developing or reforming agrar-
ian systems”. Building on her argument, we also note the 
availability component of the right to food, which is defined 
in the General Comment as “the possibilities (…) for well-
functioning distribution, processing and market systems that 
can move food from the site of production to where it is 
needed in accordance with demand”. There too, the language 
used can be read as a recommendation to minimise food 
waste in order to realise the right to food.

Having connected food waste and the right to food, Tel-
esetsky’s paper focuses on suggested public policy interven-
tions to reduce food waste. The interplay between corporate 
activity and the right to food framework is generally not 
well researched, with some exceptions. For instance, Černič 
(2018) posits that the corporate obligation to avoid causing 
any harm to individuals’ enjoyment of food is irrefutable and 
that corporations in the food industry must strive to guar-
antee the protection of the right to food across their supply 
chains and business relationships. In the European context, 
Corini (2015) argues that the increasing attention paid to 
food safety has possibly led to state as well as non-state 
actors ignoring economic issues pertaining to food security, 
thereby failing to fulfil citizens’ right to food. Other schol-
ars such as Riches (2018) and Narula (2006) have criticised 
corporate food banking from the perspective of the right to 
food and discussed the role of state and civil society actors 
in holding corporations responsible for infringing the human 
right to food, respectively. Based on these arguments, we 
establish that food waste is a right to food issue, and thereby, 
a human rights issue.

Building on the existing literature, we go one step further, 
and conceptualise food waste as a right to food issue, and 
in turn as a topic relevant to the business and human rights 
agenda. The Committee itself recognised as early as 1999 
that the private sector has responsibilities in the realisation 
of the right to adequate food (General Comment, paragraph 
20), but did not elaborate on this point. However, we now 
know that by enabling chronic overproduction, and conse-
quently the removal of surplus food from food supply chains, 
retail corporations contribute to the unfair distribution and 
overexploitation of food resources, which hinders the right 
to food. Moreover, since 1999, the normative landscape on 
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business and human rights (BHR) has strengthened signifi-
cantly, notably thanks to the adoption of the 2011 UN Guid-
ing Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), 
thus allowing us to argue that food retailers should tackle 
food waste as a human rights issue in order to meet their 
existing and future responsibilities.

The UNGPs establish that corporations have a responsi-
bility to respect human rights. To discharge this responsi-
bility, they should have due diligence processes in place to 
identify, prevent, and mitigate their human rights impacts 
(United Nations, 2011). This responsibility extends beyond 
their own internal operations. It entails the scrutiny of the 
entire supply chain to ensure that the corporation is not 
linked to human rights harm through its business relations 
(United Nations, 2011). While CSR focuses on self-guided 
corporate volunteerism and philanthropy towards social 
causes, BHR aims to hold corporations accountable for 
harmful behaviours (Ramasastry, 2015). The UNGPs also 
emphasise that states have a duty to ensure that corporations 
respect human rights for example through the adoption of 
corporate due diligence legislation as a way to operationalise 
the corporate responsibility to respect human rights. We note 
recent legislative developments in this direction in France, 
Germany, and Norway, as well as the publication by the EU 
Commission of a Draft Directive on Corporate Sustainabil-
ity Due Diligence (European Commission, 2022; Krajewski 
et al., 2021; Savourey & Brabant, 2021).

The connection between SDG 12.3 and BHR principles 
is pertinent here as well. Since their establishment in 2015, 
the SDGs have received an enthusiastic response from 
businesses. With organisations such as the World Busi-
ness Council for Sustainable Development and Pricewater-
houseCoopers highlighting the economic benefits of align-
ing business models with the SDGs, industry associations 
and business think tanks have been able to build a ‘business 
case’ narrative around the sustainable development agenda 
which is inherently linked to serval human rights issues 
(Vives Gabriel & Wettstein, 2020).

In relation to reducing food waste, the impact of the UN 
SDG agenda is evidenced by the proliferation of voluntary 
agreements created with the aim of achieving SDG 12.3. 
Examples of such agreements include the UK Courtauld 
Agreement, the French national pact on combating food 
wastage, and initiatives led by organisations like Stop Food 
Waste Australia and Denmark Against Food Waste. While 
the goal of environment-focussed voluntary agreements is 
to take substantive actions to minimise the negative impacts 
of business operations, it is the prospect of public recogni-
tion of their efforts and a convincing business case around 
financial savings that often motivates firms to join them 
(Delmas & Terlaak, 2001; Piras et al., 2018). Participation 
in voluntary agreements allows businesses to alert consum-
ers about their willingness and ability to provide products or 

services with enhanced environmental credentials, thereby 
creating the opportunity for product differentiation (Arora & 
Cason 1999; Reinhardt, 1998). Furthermore, given the non-
binding nature of such agreements and the lack of penalties 
for non-compliance, concerns regarding free riding cannot 
be overlooked (King & Lenox, 2000; Rivera & DeLeon, 
2004). Similar to CSR, as discussed in Section ‘Corporate 
social responsibility and food waste’, businesses are likely 
to join voluntary agreements to improve the marketability of 
their brands and enhance business relations. In the context 
of SDG-inspired voluntary agreements, this is unsurpris-
ing given that the UN frames the role of businesses in the 
accomplishment of SDGs very broadly, mirroring the CSR 
rhetoric of voluntary actions, discretionary measures, and 
the absence of accountability mechanisms (Vives Gabriel 
& Wettstein, 2020).

However, a BHR reading of paragraph 67 of the UN’s 
agenda for SDGs creates the possibility for an accountabil-
ity-based framing of the role of businesses in achievement 
of the SDGs. Paragraph 67 highlights the responsibility of 
the private sector in helping solve sustainable development 
challenges while ‘protecting labour rights and environmen-
tal and health standards’ in accordance with relevant inter-
national agreements and guidelines, including the UNGPs 
(United Nations, 2011). Some BHR scholars regard this as 
an exciting opportunity to steer business efforts to achieve 
the SDGs in a human rights-principled direction (Buhmann 
et al., 2018). Others suggest that unless the UN explicitly 
integrates a BHR approach into its SDG agenda, the UNGPs 
and SDGs will not overlap significantly despite several of 
their end goals being obviously complementary (Vives 
Gabriel & Wettstein, 2020).

Pillar II of the UNGPs establishes the corporate respon-
sibility to respect human rights and asks companies to 
carry out human rights due diligence in order to meet this 
responsibility (UNGP 15). Under the UNGPs, the process 
includes five steps: (a) identify and assess adverse human 
rights impact of their own, or with which they may be con-
nected through a business relationship (UNGP 18); (b) inte-
grate their findings and take appropriate action (UNGP 19); 
(c) track how effective their actions have been (UNGP 20); 
(d) communicate about their due diligence process (UNGP 
21); and (e) provide remediation in case they have caused 
or contributed to adverse impact (UNGP 22). While com-
panies themselves have this responsibility and should drive 
the process, the UNGPs stipulate that (potentially) affected 
rights-holders must be included and empowered.

Applying this framework to food waste, we propose a 
five-step approach that retail corporations could take on to 
reduce the occurrence and negative impacts of food waste 
in their supply chains. The first step would be to map the 
drivers of food waste generation along the supply chain fol-
lowed by an assessment of their negative impacts, focusing 
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especially on the impediment to citizens’ right to food. The 
scope of this step must extend not only to direct impedi-
ments but also more broadly to communities and food 
system stakeholders who are indirectly impacted by food 
waste in the short as well as long term. Following such an 
assessment, the next step would be to develop and imple-
ment policies and procedures that integrate the reduction 
of food waste into all aspects of business operations while 
complying with state-stipulated food safety requirements. 
Any additional safety or quality requirements will need to be 
justified along with an explanation regarding the steps taken 
to ensure that they do not contribute to food waste. Retail-
ers would also need to account for how their food waste 
management practices (or lack thereof) impact those of their 
suppliers and set targets for reducing food waste along the 
supply chain. The devised policies and procedures must have 
a robust connection to improved food security and must 
help advance citizens’ access to food. The third step would 
require retailers to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of 
their policies and procedures by tracking and analysing data 
on food waste reduction and its impact on food security. At 
this stage, retailers must meaningfully engage with stake-
holders to gather feedback on their actions and progress. 
Relevant inputs provided by stakeholders should inform 
the next cycle of due diligence that the business will carry 
out. At the fourth step, retailers should provide remediation, 
wherein any identified drivers of food waste are addressed 
and affected actors are compensated. Depending on the con-
text, remediation could encompass a variety of measures 

such as taking (at least partial) financial responsibility for 
wasted food, partnering with food banks to improve food 
security in the long term, offering incentives to suppliers 
who make efforts to reduce food waste, and undertaking 
actions to offset the climate impacts of food waste. Finally, 
at the last step, identified food waste drivers, their social and 
environmental impacts, and business efforts to address them 
should be communicated to stakeholders, including inves-
tors, customers, and affected communities. Relevant inputs 
provided by stakeholders should inform the next cycle of due 
diligence that the business will carry out. Figure 2 provides 
a graphical summary of the accountability-based five-step 
approach to food waste reduction.

Several of the steps described above are often part of 
voluntary agreements as well. However, a key difference is 
that creators of voluntary agreements are able to cherry-pick 
measures that suit the CSR agendas of signatories, shielding 
them from the more tedious or profit-impeding measures. 
In the BHR-based approach we suggest, this is not a pos-
sibility. In order to align with Pillar II of the UNGPs, all 
five steps must be undertaken as opposed to only those that 
help public relations and bolster profits. Food as a human 
rights issue takes centre stage in this approach, thus call-
ing for accountability from actors who obstruct the fulfil-
ment of this right. Additionally, by centring its attention 
exclusively on retail corporations, the focus of the five-step 
approach significantly differs from that of voluntary agree-
ments where all involved stakeholders are seen as equally 
responsible without much regard to power dynamics. Unlike 

Fig. 2   BHR-based five-step approach to retail accountability for food waste
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the CSR-adjacent approach of voluntary agreements, this 
framework is centred around retailers being answerable to 
relevant stakeholders, supply chain partners, and the state 
actors regarding their efforts to reduce food waste. These 
distinctions play a pivotal role in distinguishing our approach 
from voluntary agreements. In contrast to the fragmented 
and discretionary form of involvement promoted by volun-
tary agreements, our framework charts a coherent trajectory 
that harmonises the ambitions of sustainable development, 
human rights, and ethical business practices. The dynamic 
and cyclical nature of this approach also allows for continu-
ous improvement and adaptation to changing circumstances, 
policy and regulatory measures, and technology in the field 
of food waste management. Considering the serious lack 
of attention to the human rights practices of retailers, the 
application of the five-step approach would pave the way for 
improved transparency regarding the business ethics of food 
retailers. Given the upcoming EU Corporate Sustainability 
Due Diligence Directive, large EU corporations, including 
food retailers, will be obligated to take responsibility for 
human rights issues and environmental harms throughout 
their supply chains. A framework such as the one we suggest 
will aid in the implementation of this legislation.

Furthermore, by specifically considering the human right 
to food, the five-step approach addresses a social and eco-
nomic right often overlooked in traditional corporate social 
responsibility strategies. It recognises that food waste not 
only has environmental implications but also ethical and 
social consequences. By emphasising the responsibility of 
retailers to respect and protect the right to food, we under-
score the importance of fair distribution and access to nutri-
tious food for all right-holders.

BHR in the context of the food industry often focuses on 
other acute issues such as forced labour, displacement of 
indigenous communities and generally poor working condi-
tions (Boudreaux & Schang, 2019; Lebaron, 2021; Rao & 
Bernaz, 2020). More generally, corporate accountability for 
economic and social rights such as the right to food remains 
elusive (Černič, 2018). This commentary, which presents 
food waste as a BHR issue due to its impact on the right 
to food while suggesting ways for companies to address it 
through a due diligence process, is a timely proposition in 
the light of the Draft Directive on Corporate Sustainability 
Due Diligence. If adopted, the Directive will bring human 
rights issues in supply chains to the fore in the European 
Union. It would require businesses to trace and identify the 
risks related to human rights and the environment through-
out their operations, further strengthening the accountabil-
ity-based system that we suggest in this commentary. The 
involvement of public authorities would help alleviate the 
steep power asymmetries prevalent in the agri-food sector, 
mitigating the possibility of retail corporations pushing the 
burden of due diligence onto weaker upstream actors.

Concluding Remarks

This commentary is the first to explore the connection 
between retail corporations, business accountability for 
human rights, and food waste. The bridge that we have cre-
ated between food waste reduction and retail accountabil-
ity opens a Pandora’s box, for it leaves several questions 
unanswered. Is it feasible for businesses to accurately meas-
ure and monitor waste in today’s complex, globalised food 
supply chains? Should emerging due diligence legislation 
be accompanied by industry-specific guidance addressing 
human rights issues, beyond those most commonly dis-
cussed? How can the fields of CSR and BHR coalesce to 
improve the state of global food waste? We invite scholars 
and practitioners whose work intersects with such questions 
to build on the discourse initiated in this commentary.

Our work also invites business ethics scholars to further 
investigate the powerful position retail corporations hold in 
today’s food supply chains and what this means for broader 
discourse on the responsibility of businesses towards the 
environment and connected societal issues. Located at the 
interface between consumers and the rest of the chain, retail-
ers have strategically used their understanding of consumer 
wishes to establish themselves as dominant actors who are 
able to influence global food production. By illustrating the 
extent of retail corporations’ influence on other actors in 
the food supply chain, we highlight how they contribute to 
food waste in more ways than discarding in-store surpluses. 
Retailers employ private safety and quality standards to dic-
tate intrinsic and extrinsic qualities of food products. These 
standards allow only the most perfect foods to enter super-
markets, leaving behind imperfect products as surplus or 
waste with upstream actors. Retailers are also able to fur-
ther reduce their food waste numbers by shifting close-to-
expiry products from their stores to the garbage bins of their 
customers.

If one were to check global food waste numbers, the 
retail sector appears to be among the least culpable actors 
in the supply chain. However, a closer look at their opera-
tions reveals that the sector indirectly contributes to food 
waste in several ways. Food chain actors that accrue food 
waste due to this are rarely able to act on the issue by 
themselves due to retail’s position in the market. While 
some retailers are investing in CSR initiatives to minimise 
the occurrence of food waste, they focus almost exclu-
sively on their own waste volumes and rely on arbitrary 
solutions such as donation to charities to appease their 
customers and stakeholders. Furthermore, the non-binding 
nature of CSR guidelines enables corporations to choose 
which social and environmental issues they engage with. 
This often results in other trendier sustainability chal-
lenges beating food waste to retailers’ corporate agendas.
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Having underscored the deficiencies of CSR strategies in 
this context, we conceptualise the possibility of addressing 
the issue of food waste through an accountability-based sys-
tem. Based on Pillar II of the UNGPs, our proposed frame-
work serves as a preliminary measure to increase account-
ability at the company level, acting in synergy with potential 
state or sector-based interventions. By mapping human 
rights impacts, developing guidelines tailored to business 
operations, monitoring progress, carrying out remediation, 
and transparently reporting business impact and ongoing 
efforts, this approach harnesses the pivotal position of retail 
corporations in the food system to instil accountability for 
their actions, while acknowledging the need for broader, 
complementary interventions to effectively tackle the per-
sisting issue of food waste.
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