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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
While food systems broadly span farming,
processing, and distribution, Sustainable San
Mateo County’s 2025 Indicators Report focuses
on food consumption and food waste, which are
areas where cities have the most influence and
can achieve the greatest emissions reductions.

Using stakeholder interviews, local quantitative
data and surveys of key actors, the report
describes the current state of food-related
emissions in the county and commitments made
by local governments, and identifies key
challenges and opportunities to make progress.

By working together across jurisdictions, schools,
businesses and community organizations, we can
reduce waste, support healthier diets and build a
more resilient food system. We invite all partners
to join this effort for the good of our community.

Food systems are one of the largest but least
addressed drivers of climate change. While progress
has been made in reducing emissions from energy,
transportation and buildings, food-related emissions
continue to rise. Globally, food systems contribute
34% of greenhouse gas emissions, with livestock
responsible for 60% of that total. At the same time,
30% to 40% of all food produced is never eaten,
wasting the land, water and energy used to grow it
and adding emissions when it decomposes in
landfills.

We can use the energy transition, which combines
the expansion of clean energy with efficiency
improvements in buildings and processes, as a model
for making our food system more efficient. The path
forward involves reducing waste, shifting toward
foods with lower carbon and resource impacts, and
maximizing the value of what we already produce.
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These are direct emissions associated with
food production itself (excluding food
processing, refrigeration, transport and
food waste) which represent 65% of the
34% total emissions linked to global food
systems. The largest sources are
deforestation, driven primarily by clearing
land for grazing animals and growing
feed crops, and methane from livestock,
released through manure and digestion. 

Direct Global Food-System Emissions

Source: IPCC Sixth Assessment Report

Emissions from Household Consumption in San Mateo County

Most Climate Action Plans in San Mateo County give little attention to food consumption, with only a
few jurisdictions identifying it as a distinct sector and just three promoting plant-based diets. 

Stakeholders' interviews point to opportunities in education, procurement and tracking, but progress
will depend on regional leadership and shared resources to help expand plant-forward options and
connect them to health and community well-being.

Local Commitments and Emerging Opportunities

Source: EcoData Lab

In 2023, food consumption accounted
for 17% of total household emissions in
San Mateo County, ranking third after
transportation and services (e.g., health
care, entertainment), and ahead of
housing and goods.

Within food, 6 categories capture
emissions from at-home consumption.
In 2023, animal-derived products (meat,
poultry, fish, eggs and dairy) accounted
for 45% of emissions.

The countywide average carbon footprint
from food consumption is 2.2 metric
tons of CO2 equivalent (MTCO2e) per
person, with values across communities
ranging from 1.7 to 2.8 tons per capita.
These differences reflect demographic
and socioeconomic factors, such as
household size and income.



 Understanding the
Sources of Food Waste

Across California, organic
waste makes up nearly 30%
of solid waste by weight,
with food accounting for
about 40% of this organic
fraction. Notably, over one-
third of the food reaching
landfills is edible and
donatable.

Source: CalRecycle

Solid Waste Emissions in San Mateo County
In 2023, per-capita solid waste emissions in the county averaged 0.2 metric tons of CO2e (MTCO2e).
Since 2005, totals have declined by nearly 65,000 MTCO2e (-26%), despite 5% population growth, with per-
capita emissions down in nearly all jurisdictions and the county average reduced by 0.1 MTCO₂e (-30%).

Source: SSMC Sustainability Dashboard. Data from RICAPS. *Brisbane totals include closed landfills; others exclude them.

Local Commitments on Food Waste
Most CAPs propose actions on organic waste collection. Coverage of other SB 1383 responsibilities is
uneven: 60% of CAPs mention education, 40% procurement and only 20% food recovery.

Key Challenges from Stakeholder Perspectives
Interviews revealed persistent challenges with multifamily and commercial compliance, compounded
by education gaps and uneven enforcement. Food recovery organizations emphasized the need for
stable, flexible funding to sustain and adapt programs. In schools, limited staff support hinders sorting
efforts. While the Share Table program shows promise, only a few schools participate in it.
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

County and cities: Include plant-
based diet strategies in Climate
Action Plans, using food-
consumption inventories as a
baseline.
County and cities: Launch a
countywide, multilingual
campaign on the climate, health
and equity benefits of plant-based
diets.
Cities and businesses: Expand
plant-based food access in
underserved neighborhoods
through grants, procurement
incentives and pilots.
Cities: Strengthen green bin
education with standardized
signage, multilingual training and
coordinated messaging.
Schools: Adopt Share Tables and
participate in food recovery
programs.

County: Establish a Waste
Ambassador program in schools
to lead peer-to-peer sorting and
food waste prevention education.
County, cities and businesses:
Provide stable, flexible funding for
food recovery organizations to
meet community needs.
County and cities: Share key
waste metrics with the
community to track progress and
build accountability.
County and cities: Adopt
ordinance language that allows
community reporting of missing
compost bins or service at
multifamily and commercial sites.
County and cities: Expand
compost bin placement near food
establishments, downtown areas
and high-use public parks.


