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What is a Food Rescue Program?  
 
Food Rescue is a program that collects uneaten, pre-packaged food items that students 
would normally throw away. The rescued food is then collected and donated to an 
organization that distributes the food to the community, such as a food pantry. 
 
Are we allowed to donate food?  
 
Food donations have been encouraged and donors are protected by federal law. The Bill 
Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act protects anyone who wants to donate food 
from any criminal or civil liabilities should anyone get sick from the donated food for 
any reason other than gross negligence.  
 

In 2015, USDA and EPA set the first National Food Waste Reduction Goal calling for a 
50% food waste reduction by 2030. In addition, the USDA and EPA have issued Food 
Recovery challenges that encourage organizations, schools, restaurants, and stores to 
donate food that would normally be thrown away.  
 
Are schools allowed to donate food?  
 
The National School Lunch Act was amended in 2011 to allow school cafeterias legal 
protection to donate nutritious food, rather than deposit it in a landfill. 
 
Why is a Food Rescue Program important?  
 

1. Saving Valuable Food: The most obvious feature is the opportunity to rescue 
healthy food. Food items that are collected include fruit cups, whole fruits, salads, 
string cheese, yogurts, milk and more! These rescued food items are nutritional 
and are put to much better use than sitting in landfills.  

2. Helping the Environment: When food is thrown away and sent to landfills, it 
begins to produce methane gas which is 22 to 27 times more dangerous than 
carbon dioxide. Both carbon dioxide and methane gas are primary greenhouse 
gases. By reducing the amount of food schools wastes, this reduces the amount of 
methane gas schools emit.  

3. Helping the Community: The amount of food wasted by schools alone is 
staggering while our communities are filled with people who don’t know where 
their next meals are coming from. Rescued food has the ability to be distributed 
to people in need and help make a difference.  

4. Share Tables: Some students are still hungry after their school meals, and the 
Food Rescue Program Share Tables solve that problem. This means that students 
have the ability to take an extra food item from the cooler if they are still hungry. 
Share tables are now promoted and approved by the USDA. 



 
 

How do I start a Food Rescue Program? 

 
It’s very simple!  Contact your  school district Food Service Director, as well as your 
Local Health Department to explain that your school will be following USDA guidelines 
to start a Food Rescue Program. You may need to forward them the guidelines which 
Food Rescue provides, but after they approve,  you are ready to begin! 

 

 

Eight Easy steps to starting a Food Rescue Program at your school  
 

1. Getting approval 
 Set up a meeting with your school principal and the school’s cafeteria manager 

and introduce the program to them, and outline the benefits. 
 
a)  It’s a simple program to run. 
b)  Your school is able to reduce the amount of food wasted. 
c)  The rescued food will benefit the members of your community.  
d)  Your school is leading the movement to stop healthy food from being wasted! 
e)  School menus can be planned more effectively using the waste data. 
f)  Keeping food out of landfills, we protect we limit greenhouse gas production. 

 

2. Finding an advisor 
 Find a teacher or staff member who will be able to help you oversee the program 

and provide assistance and advice.  
 

     3.   Creating a Food Rescue Team  
 Find a group of dedicated students that will help you run the program. Roles 

include collecting the food, counting the food, promoting the program etc.  
 Set up an initial meeting with your advisor calling for interested students.  

 
    4.   Finding an organization 

 Once you have approval and a team, you need to find an organization that will be 
willing to collect the food. Organizations can include food banks, food pantries, 
homeless shelters or after school programs if authorized by the school. 

 After the food is collected, arrange appropriate pick up dates with the 
organization to come and pick up the food.  Local health departments may 
provide their recommendation on length of storage time allowed. These 
recommendations often vary from city to city.   
 
 
 



 

 
    5.   Gathering Equipment 

 There are only three items (one is optional) that you need to successfully run the 
program: a cooler, refrigeration and crates/boxes.   

 Refrigeration: You can either get a new fridge donated or use pre-existing 
refrigeration. If you are using pre-existing refrigeration, make sure that there is 
an area separate from other food clearly marked ‘Food Rescue’ or ‘Donations’.  

 Cooler: It is important that while perishable rescued food is sitting in the 
cafeteria throughout lunches, it is being cooled, particularly potentially 
hazardous food, (PHF) or temperature controlled for safety, (TCS) food.  Dairy 
products such as yogurt, cheese sticks, and milk all into that category.  A small 
cooler is recommended. Fill the cooler with ice and after each lunch, the food 
needs to be collected and taken to its appropriate refrigeration (food can only sit 
outside of refrigeration for 30 minutes so it needs to be collected immediately 
after each lunch has ended). The temperature is recommended to be kept at 41 
degrees or below, but local health departments can be consulted for an approved 
temperature.   

 Crates/Boxes (optional): Having crates or boxes makes it easy to transport food 
from the cooler to the fridge, and for the organization to collect the food. You can 
easily get one or two donated from the dairy producer who supplies school milk, 
or an outside source. 

 
    6.   Create a Plan  

 Now that you have everything you need, you can create a plan of action on how to 
run the program. (see ‘Example of East Meck Food Rescue’ ). 

 The plan should include: who is collecting the food from each lunch, who will fill 
the cooler with ice in the mornings, who will count the food, how will the 
program be advertised, how will you encourage students to participate etc.  

 Food Rescue Tracking Tool is a great way to collect data on the number of food 
collected. You can find the link on the ‘Helpful Links’ document. The tracker 
turns food items collected into meals preserved and greenhouse gasses prevented 
from entering the environment, and gives student instant feedback on the impact 
their program is having on their community.   It is also recommended to keep a 
paper copy as well of the food collected for the food pantry to sign when they pick 
up the food.   

 
    7.   Singed Agreement Between School District and Food Pantry  

 It is important to understand that schools are already protected by the Good 
Samaritan Act if they choose to donate food.  A singed agreement is an 
additional protection most schools do not seek, but certain school systems or 
organization may want some type of signed agreement.  

    8.  You’re Ready! 



 
Congratulations, your school is now ready to host a Food Rescue program at your 
school! Keep track of your school's progress through the Food Rescue Tracking 
Tool and take pictures and post them online to promote Food Rescue Programs 
to other schools! 
   
  Example of K-12 Food Rescue From 1 School 

 
Organization 

Food Pantry 

 

Organization Pick Up Dates 
Every Monday and Thursday  
 

Equipment Location 
 The cooler is placed in the middle of the cafeteria where it is easily accessible to 

students to drop unwanted food items.   
 The fridge designated for Food Rescue is located in the back room in the office. 

The location was chosen due to its security and is easily accessible for an 
organization member to find when picking up food.  

 As a reminder, current refrigeration at a school may be sufficient. 
 

Daily Collection Methods 

1. Every morning before lunch, the cooler is filled with ice by a volunteer student 
(one student is assigned a day to fill ice).  
 

2. After breakfast and the first lunch, the Exceptional Children pick up the rescued 
food items and transport them to the designated Food Rescue Fridge located in 
the office. Students count the food items and record them on the Food Inventory 
Sheet located on top of the fridge. Food is picked up by Student Congress 
members during the second and final lunch. They transport the food items to the 
designated Food Rescue fridge and record the items on the Food Inventory sheet.  

3. At the end of the day, a student empties the ice, and cleans the cooler. 
  

4. At the end of each week, the binder collecting the Food Inventory Sheets are 
collected by one student and the items are logged into the Food Rescue Tracking 
Tool.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Helpful Links  

 
Below are links that will help you get more information about Food Rescue and how to 
run the program.  
 
K-12 Food Rescue Wesbite: http://www.FoodRescue.net 

 Food Rescue is an organization that educates students, schools, organizations etc, 
on food waste and helps students across the country start a Food Rescue 
Program.  

 On the following link, by submitting your contact information on the ‘Getting 
Started’. You will be sent a pdf with information about starting a program: 
http://www.foodrescue.net/getting-started.html.  

 If you are student, on the website, sign up for the Student Led Entrepreneurial 
Initiative so you can be officiated as a Student Leader for Food Rescue!   
http://www.foodrescue.net/student-led-entrepreneurial-initiative.html 

 Food Rescue is looking for state director's of student leadership! 
http://www.foodrescue.net/state-student-directors.html 

 
Food Rescue Tracking Tool: http://www.foodrescue.net/freetool.html 

 This is an easy, electronic way for you to track the amount of food your school 
collects per week and also provides additional information on the amount of 
meals your school has saved and methane gas prevented! 

 It is also recommended to keep a paper copy of the collected food items. The 
Sheet can be adjusted according to your school depending on the food served and 
number of lunches.   

 

State Health Department and USDA guidelines:  
http://www.foodrescue.net/school-food-waste-policy-history.html 

 
TEDx Talk: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qaM0s1wiC4Y 

 Here is a TEDx talk that gives more information on the Program and the impact 
of it.  

 
News Links: Below are multiple news interviews and student videos on the Food 
Rescue. 
 
http://www.foodrescue.net/student-videos.html 
http://www.foodrescue.net/blog/watch-avon-high-school-utilizes-program-to-donate-
un-eaten-food-to-charity 
http://www.foodrescue.net/blog/see-what-charlotte-nc-student-hanna-wondmagegn-
says-in-her-first-television-interview-on-school-food-waste 
http://www.foodrescue.net/blog/nuvo-magazine-k-12-food-rescue-school-food-waste-
story 
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Food Rescue Inventory Sheet 
 

Food Items Breakfast A Lunch B Lunch C Lunch 

Milk 

 

    

Juice 

 

    

Water 

 

    

Cereal 

 

    

String Cheese 

 

    

Nutri- 

Grain Bar 

    

Yogurt     

Graham Crackers     

Fruit Cups     

Apple Slices     

Whole Apple     

Whole Orange     

Banana     

Pears     

Cookies     

Chips     

Other     

Overall Total     

 
Social Media: Follow for Food Rescue updates!  
Facebook 

 Food Rescue Page: @FoodRescueInc 

 Hanna Wondmagegn  
Twitter  

 @Food_Rescue 

 @hannawon72 
Instagram 

 @food_rescue 
Youtube Channel 

 Food Rescue  

 

 

Any More Questions? Email Hanna Wondmagegn, National Student Program Director 

for K-12 Food Rescue at hannawon72@gmail.com. 

mailto:hannawon72@gmail.com


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


