
10 STEPS FOR STARTING A
FOOD RECOVERY PROGRAM

Learn how to use your excess

food to feed people

and not landfills

Developed for the City of Oceanside by the San Diego Food System Alliance. Learn more at GreenOceanside.org

www.greenoceanside.org


WELCOME TO FOOD RECOVERY!

Food professionals can play a role in
FIGHTING BOTH FOOD WASTE AND HUNGER by ensuring
that unsold food gets donated rather than put into the landfill.

This manual provides step-by-step instructions for food service establishments 
to learn how to plan and implement a FOOD RECOVERY PROGRAM.
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THIS GUIDE WILL TEACH
YOU HOW TO:

Accessing Federal
Tax Deduction Opportunities

(Per Internal Revenue Code 170(e)(3)
and the Protecting Americans from
Tax Hikes (PATH) Act) 

Complying
with State Laws

Reducing
Costs

Supporting the Environment
Businesses can reduce their carbon footprint and 
minimize the methane gas being created by their waste.

Donating 
edible food
has MANY 
BENEFITS, 
including:

HOW WILL THIS 10-STEP GUIDE HELP?



TRACKING
— FOOD WASTE —

Food waste happens, despite the best
of intentions. A food waste tracking 

program helps to understand where
and why waste happens and to develop 

solutions to cut-back and see cost savings. 

See the “Food Waste Tracking
and Solutions Guide for 

Businesses” for more information. 

WHAT IS FOOD RECOVERY? Food recovery is the
act of saving, redistributing and/or donating excess food to
feed people, not landfills.
 
HOW DO FOOD RECOVERY ORGANIZATIONS HELP?
Food recovery organizations collect excess food from grocery stores, restaurants, hotels, hospitals 
and other food service facilities and redistribute it to community members through food donation or 
value-added processing.

Types of Food Recovery Organizations:

STARTING WITH THE BASICS
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Food Pantry/Distribution – Local Spotlight:
In His Name Food Ministry at Calvary 
Chapel Oceanside – A food pantry located 
within a church that provides bags of
food to community members during
daily distributions.

Meal Service Provider (housing or
soup kitchen) – Local Spotlight:
CRF Casa Pacifica – A temporary shelter 
that provides housing and rehabilitation 
programs for adults with chronic mental 
illness. Food donations help feed program 
participants during daily meals.

Food Bank – Local Spotlight:
North County Food Bank – The North 
County Food Bank rescues food from 
large facilities and purchases discounted
food from large suppliers. Nonpro�t 
organizations partner with the food
bank to distribute to their communities.

Value Added Processors – Local Spotlight:
Green Oceanside Kitchen – A food 
recovery and preservation facility 
operated by the nonpro�t O’side Kitchen 
Collaborative, which cooks and distributes 
nutritious meals and value-added 
products to the community with fresh, 
rescued food. For more information,
visit www.theokc.org



HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT
Read the practical tips in the LEARN sections and then �ll out the 10-STEP PUT IT INTO PRACTICE 
worksheet. By �lling out all 10 of the PUT IT INTO PRACTICE sections, you will be prepared to 
implement a food recovery program and have all of the components ready for your
Food Recovery Standard Operating Procedures. 

LEARNING & PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE
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Surplus Food in Holding
Prepared food that was
in holding for service but 
ultimately not served.

List examples of food 
types in your business 
that are �t for recovery.
(e.g. quarter pans of rice and 
beans leftover at the end of 
the day from the service line, 
excess food in holding from an 
event, inventory items that are 
dated but edible, etc.)

Identify the frequency that 
you expect recoverable 
food to be available
(e.g. after irregular events
or daily) and ballpark 
quantities.

DON’T KNOW YET?
That’s okay! Implementing a 
food waste tracking system
is a good place to start to 
gather this information.Excess Inventory

Extra inventory due
to an ordering error, 

event cancellation, etc.

Dated Food
Expiration dates refer to 
quality not safety. Food items 
past the expiration date, such 
as items from inventory or 
pre-packaged food, can be 
donated if they still look,
smell and feel safe to eat. 
Refer to www.stilltasty.com to
learn more about what date 
labels mean and typical shelf 
life beyond date labels.

STEPS 1 AND 2:  Identify Food Eligible for Recovery  

Food that is Safe to Recover:

• Food with signs of mold or spoilage of any kind.
• Food that was in the “danger zone” (41°F–135°F) 

for over two hours.
• Food that was not handled in accordance with 

standard kitchen health and safety protocols.
• Food that is not safe to donate to humans can 

still go to good use. Other options include 
feeding animals or placing in your food scraps 
cart. Food scraps collected during your service 
is taken to an anaerobic digestion facility and 
converted into bio-gas for energy.

Food that is NOT Safe to Recover:

STEP 1 STEP 2

Surplus Food in Holding: Estimated Qty / Frequency

 

 

 

  /  

  /  

  /  

Excess Inventory: Estimated Qty / Frequency

 

 

 

  /  

  /  

  /  

Dated Food: Estimated Qty / Frequency

 

 

 

  /  

  /  

  /  

LEARN PUT IT INTO PRACTICE



LEARNING & PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE

Single-use, recyclable food containers
(e.g. foil catering pans with lids, rigid 
plastic containers and paper containers):
The size of these containers should 
be a reasonable serving for a 
household or individual.

Reusable food containers (e.g. Cambro 
pans with lids, or other sealed containers 
that are already available in the kitchen):
Under this scenario, a food recovery 
organization will need to have the 
ability to wash and return the 
containers to the food donor.

Labels: All food donations must be 
labelled with the date and type of 
food. If possible, also include
 allergen and ingredient information.

• Identify food �t for recovery 
(completed in Step 1)

• Properly store food

• Coordinate pick up by food 
recovery organization

STEP 3:
Establish Internal Logistics to Prepare for Donation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Repackage Food, if Necessary

LEARN PUT IT INTO PRACTICE

Determine whether you will need to repackage 
food, and if so, identify materials you already have 
and what you will need.

STEP 3

What you already have:

What you need for materials:
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Containers & Materials (if repackaging is required):

Many items may already be 
packaged and require no extra 
processing (e.g., salad kits, 
wrapped sandwiches, milk 
cartons and whole produce). 
Prepared items (e.g., rice, 
cooked vegetables, cooked meat) 
may need to be repackaged into 
suitable containers depending on a 
food recovery organization’s processing abilities. 

• If a food recovery organization has a licensed kitchen 
on their premises, they may be able to reportion and 
reassemble items on their own and may be able to 
accept prepared food as-is without repackaging. 

• Food pantries and other agencies that do not have 
licensed kitchens onsite will likely require prepared 
food to be repackaged out of the original containers 
and into smaller containers.



LEARN PUT IT INTO PRACTICE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 4 
Outline your
packaging procedure.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 5
Outline Cool Down Process and
Identify Cold Storage Location(s).

LEARNING & PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE
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• Kitchen staff repackages food out of the original 
containers and into single use containers.

• Food recovery organization staff repackages
food at the food donor site into single use 
containers before transporting donations.
Anyone engaging in food repackaging must
have a Food Handler’s Card.

• Food recovery organization accepts food in 
original containers. Under this scenario, a food 
recovery organization will need to wash and 
return the containers to the food donor.

Options for Packaging Prepared Food

Food Safety & Storage

• Cool down methods for hot foods:  Prepared foods must 
be rapidly cooled from 135ºF to 70ºF within two hours 
and from 70ºF to 41ºF within four hours.
Tip: if repackaging food, do it at this stage. 

• Storage space for prepared food donations – freezer vs. 
cooler:  If a food recovery organization/ service will pick 
up and distribute the food within two days that it was 
cooked, the food can be held in a fridge then donated. If 
not, it is advised that prepared/cooked food is frozen 
prior to donation. 

• Station recommendations:  Designate a “Food Recovery 
Station” where food donation packaging supplies are 
stored and repackaging can take place. It is also advised 
to identify an area of the freezer/fridge where food for 
recovery will be stored before it is donated.

Properly Store Food for Recovery

STEPS 4 AND 5:
Establish Internal Logistics to Prepare for Donation (continued) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 7  Acknowledge staff requirements, 
determine staff position responsibilities, and 
identify your Zero Waste Champions.

LEARNING & PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE

  

STEPS 6 AND 7:
Establish Internal Logistics to Prepare for Donation (continued)  

Keeping Food Donation Records

The food recovery agency will record data about food 
donations they receive from you. For your internal 
records and to take advantage of the Enhanced Tax 
Deduction for Food Donation, it is recommended that a 
food donor also captures the weight, date and type of 
food donated.

Record Data & Determine Staffing

Staffing

Setting aside food �t for recovery and if necessary, 
repackaging food into containers onsite, will require some 
staff time. There are many examples of how this task can 
be streamlined with existing processes for maximum 
ef�ciency:

• During the rapid cooling down process, repackage food 
into shallow single use foil pans or reusable metal pans 
for exchange.. 

• Add food donation identi�cation and repackaging to 
closing shift lead responsibilities.

• Some staff members may be passionate about donating 
food — designate these staff members as food donation 
leaders.

• Allow the food recovery organization staff to repackage 
food onsite. Anyone engaging in food repackaging must 
have a Food Handler’s Card.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 6
Establish where the Food Recovery Station
and record keeping documents will be located.

LEARN PUT IT INTO PRACTICE
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STEP 8  Develop a Food Recovery Standard 
Operative Procedure by combining all of the 
PUT IT INTO PRACTICE sections into a single 
SOP document!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 9  Reach out to potential partner 
organizations and/or contact the City at 
OceansideFoodRecovery@oceansideca.org to
help connect you with an organization.

LEARNING & PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE
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STEPS 8 AND 9:
Identify a Food Recovery Organization 

Identifying an Organization

• Refer to the food recovery organization list on
www.GreenOceanside.org 

• City staff are available to assist you. Contact 
OceansideFoodRecovery@oceansideca.org.

• Consider distance when looking for food recovery 
organizations — search for organizations nearby 
geographically.

Transportation Logistics

• On-site pick-ups: A food recovery organization
will come to your site to pick up the food. These 
pick-ups can occur as needed on an on-call basis, 
regularly scheduled: e.g. every Monday, Wednesday 
and Saturday.

• Self-haul: Alternatively, you can self-haul the food to 
a food recovery organization.

Contract Requirements

• You must establish a contract or
written agreement with the food
recovery organization/service.
Record of the contract or agreement
must be available onsite and made
available to City staff upon inspection. 

• You must maintain a record of the following:

• Name, address and contact information of the 
food recovery organization. 

• The types of food that will be collected by or 
self-hauled to the service or organization. 

• The established frequency that food will be 
collected or self-hauled.

• The quantity of food collected or self-hauled to 
a service or organization for food recovery, 
measured in pounds recovered per month.

Find a Food Recovery Agency

LEARN PUT IT INTO PRACTICE

Mandatory 
requirement 
per state law 

SB 1383

www.greenoceanside.org


Once your food recovery program is implemented,
let your customers, staff and the City know
about your great efforts! 
Use the conversion every pound of food donated is equivalent to 
roughly one meal to share the number of meals donated in your 
marketing collateral. Please tag @CityofOceanside and 
@Oceanside_Water and use the hashtags #GreenOceanside, 
#ZeroWaste and #OnePlanetTakeAction so the city can follow your 
winning stories. Some example messaging includes:

• [Business name] is committed to reducing food insecurity 
through food sustainability.

• By partnering with the local community, [business name] is 
helping feed people in need.

• [Business name] is helping the planet by keeping food out of 
land�lls and on people’s plates.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
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  STEP 10
Develop a Food Recovery Standard Operating Procedure by 
combining all of the PUT IT INTO PRACTICE sections.

STEP 10:
Developing Standard Operating Procedures 

BONUS: Market Your Success!

The Green Oceanside 
Team is Here For You!

The Green Oceanside
team is available to help you 

through the process and
answer your questions.

Call us at (760) 435-4500 or email 
OceansideFoodRecovery@oceansideca.org.

The Green Oceanside 
Business Network

Offers MORE
 Sustainability Resources

Joining the Green Oceanside 
Business Network is FREE and
can help your business reduce 

costs, improve employee 
wellness, receive recognition

and enhance “green”
marketing potential!

Food Eligible for Recovery 

Packaging Process and Materials Needed

Cold Storage and
Food Recovery Station Location

Staff Roles and Zero Waste Champion

Pick-Up Logistics

Contract in Place



NOTEWORTHY IDEAS
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YOUR EFFORTS WILL BENEFIT OTHERS!
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Excess
Food Goes to

Those in
Need

Excess
Food Goes to

Those in
Need

A Win-Win 
Situation

for
Everyone!



OTHER RESOURCES
• Enhanced Tax Deduction for Food Donation  (https://bit.ly/3pcevRo) 

• City of Oceanside Source Reduction & Food Donation Handout  (https://bit.ly/3aCBX69)

• Food Donation Frequently Asked Questions  (https://bit.ly/2KAaw2d)

• Donaciones de Comida Hechos (Spanish version of “Food Donation FAQ”)  
   (https://bit.ly/2WEeMQT) 

• Food Donation Guide for Businesses in the San Diego Region  (https://bit.ly/3peyqyU) 

• Enhanced Tax Deduction for Food Donation  (https://bit.ly/38zvjLt)

• SDFSA  (https://sdfsa.org/wasted-food-prevention) 

The City of Oceanside offers services, events,
workshops and business resources to help you succeed!

Visit GreenOceanside.org for more information.

Contact Information for the Green Oceanside Team
300 N. Coast Hwy

Oceanside, CA 92054
Phone: (760) 435-4500

Email: GreenOceanside@oceansideca.org

To learn more about the San Diego Food System Alliance, visit

https://www.sdfsa.org/

ONE Planet. TAKE Action.

Developed for the City of Oceanside by the San Diego Food System Alliance. Learn more at GreenOceanside.org

www.greenoceanside.org
www.greenoceanside.org



