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In this essay, we will discuss the importance of sustainability, examining the impacts that have occurred in recent years and projecting future trends. We will cover the three pillars of sustainability: environmental, social, and economic. Additionally, we will explore how sustainability is becoming increasingly embedded in various industries and compare it to companies that have prioritised sustainability in the past and those that are planning. We will analyse current trends, strategies for reducing waste, and provide examples from the food industry and other sectors. Finally, we will discuss when we can expect industries to achieve sustainability goals and outline the plans necessary to reach these objectives, along with much more.

here are three pillars of sustainability: environmental, social, and economic. The first pillar is environmental sustainability. Environmental sustainability involves protecting the planet from harmful pollution and practices that could cause long-term damage, such as an increase in diseases like cancer due to environmental degradation. It focuses on caring for the Earth, managing resources responsibly, promoting habitat restoration and preservation, and addressing issues such as greenhouse gas emissions, air quality, and water quality. Social sustainability, on the other hand, is about ensuring that society follows laws and ethical standards while promoting long-term well-being. It involves educating others on responsible behaviour, such as guiding them on proper recycling practices, like explaining which bins to use for varied materials. It also focuses on meeting the needs of the current generation as well as future generations. Economic sustainability involves ensuring job availability, financial stability, maintaining the supply and demand chain, managing the cost of living, promoting smart growth, and many other factors that contribute to economic well-being. (Enel, 2023).

According to (Wales Recycle n.d.), 'Wales is the world's second-best recycling nation, but we're going for gold. 'This statement highlights Wales.' strong global performance in recycling. Wales is also adopting a circular economy approach aimed at regenerating products without waste, incorporating practices such as reuse, repair, and remanufacturing (Welsh Government, 2021, pp. 3-36). Currently, businesses are increasingly using eco-friendly products to promote sustainable practices. Cam (2023, p. 4) explains that 'consumers’ willingness to rely on a product or service of a brand is a result of their belief in its environmental credibility, benevolence, and capability.' This implies that consumers are more likely to trust brands that demonstrate environmental responsibility and follow through on eco-friendly promises. In recent years, plant-based meals have also gained popularity. According to Perez Cueto (2021), 'introducing plant-based meals focused on replacing meatballs in tomato sauce with pulse-based patties' offers a more sustainable menu option. Thus, Perez Cueto advocates for more sustainable menu choices to benefit the environment. For example, Subway introduced plant-based meatballs with tomato sauce, but later removed them from the menu to improve the product. In 2022, Subway’s Meatless Meatball Marinara was discontinued (Subway, 2022).

As sustainability advances through guidance and education, many companies are implementing Zero Waste Systems. (Awasthi et al. 2021, pp. 1–3) state, 'In the past, waste was perceived as a cost with landfilling as a typical management approach. Now, smart cities, urban resilience, green/smart mobility, the circular economy, and complementary enabling initiatives—such as the fab lab and makers movements—are working together. In Ireland, many of these diverse research strands have been woven together to support waste reduction, recycling, and reuse, bringing us one step closer to the ideal goal of a zero-waste city.' As previously mentioned, businesses are embracing zero-waste practices to become more environmentally friendly by focusing on the circular economy. Supporting local suppliers and businesses plays an important role in this effort, helping to make a significant difference. This approach reduces the carbon footprint associated with global suppliers and provides access to healthy, eco-friendly products that are locally sourced. The Sustainable Agriculture Network suggests supporting local farmers and businesses rather than relying on imported products, as imports have a greater environmental impact. They state, "The food we consume often travels thousands of miles before reaching our plates. While this system of food distribution offers variety and convenience, it also comes with significant economic, environmental, and social costs. As consumers become more aware of these issues, there is a growing movement towards supporting local farmers and buying locally grown produce. This shift not only benefits individual consumers but also strengthens communities and promotes sustainable agriculture" (Sustainable Agriculture Network, 2023).

The author suggests adopting a farm-to-table system, which contributes to a more sustainable business model. They state, "Farm-to-table dining allows people to get to know not just the ingredients that make up a dish, but also the people who made it, grew it, and the very dirt that birthed it." This approach means that it’s not just about the ingredients; it’s also about the connection between the farmer, the food preparation, and the act of eating, all while enjoying the freshness without chemicals.

According to Saroat and Pimonpan, a large amount of by-products are discarded during food processing, impacting the natural processes of ecosystems. They report that the highest percentage of by-products comes from fruits, vegetables, roots, and tubers (45%), followed by fish and shellfish (35%), and oilseeds, meat, and dairy (20%). These percentages reflect the waste generated from processing these products, which negatively affects environmental sustainability (Socaci, A.S., Farcas, A., Aussenac, T., and Laguerre, C.J., 2020, pp. 1-2). This implies that significant waste is created from discarded by-products that could potentially be reused.

According to Wales Recycle, "we still throw away enough food to fill 3,300 double-decker buses each year," highlighting the considerable amount of waste produced in the UK (Wales Recycle, 2021). Carroll (2016) suggests that, while economic responsibilities are not mandatory, they are required by society. Legal responsibilities, though not strictly mandated, are expected, as are ethical responsibilities, which society anticipates but does not enforce by law. Meanwhile, philanthropic responsibilities are desired but are also not legally mandated. Marriott, Nando’s, and McDonald's are actively pursuing sustainability initiatives. For example, Nando’s supports charities by donating leftover chicken, helping to provide meals. Nando’s has supported over 500 charities across the UK and has donated more than 4.5 million meals. Additionally, Nando’s states, “All of our chip oil is collected and processed by heating and filtration to create biodiesel. Our chicken fat is also collected from all of our restaurants and used to create biodiesel and renewable energy (through anaerobic digestion)." This means all of their oil and fats are converted into biodiesel, which can be used in vehicles for supply or food delivery (Nando’s, 2024).

McDonald's has also taken steps to improve its sustainability efforts. They have transitioned to paper packaging and aim to use only renewable, recycled, or certified materials in their packaging by 2023. Since 2018, 88.3% of McDonald's restaurants recycle and/or compost packaging items. Additionally, McDonald's aims to help create demand for recycled materials by the end of 2025. They report that, from 2018 to 2023, they reduced virgin fossil fuel-based plastic in Happy Meal toys by 63.7%. Furthermore, McDonald's is working with its suppliers to set emissions reduction targets within their operations and supply chains and is scaling farm projects to help reduce emissions and source renewable energy (McDonald's, 2022). McDonald's is also focused on promoting sustainability and societal well-being by providing healthy and fresh food. In the hotel industry, Sorenson (2018) cites that Marriott aims to minimize water use across its hotels and cut food waste by 50%. Marriott has replaced disposable plastic straws with paper ones in 6,700 hotels, eliminating billions of plastic straws each year. Marriott has also introduced pump-topped bottles in 1,500 hotels, removing 35 million small plastic toiletry bottles that would otherwise end up in landfills. Egerton cites how plastic straws impact the environment, noting that replacing 8,000 plastic straws with bamboo straws in a single bar could remove about 160 kilograms of single-use plastic from the waste cycle, potentially diverting large quantities of plastic from landfills (Sorenson, 2018).

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, nearly 45% of fruits and vegetables grown globally go to waste every year, with 20% of this waste occurring at the retail and consumer levels. Additionally, up to 50% of fruit puree is discarded during juice production, highlighting the significant carbon footprint associated with food waste. The organization also notes that whiskey imports pose a sustainability challenge due to the high carbon footprint required to transport it to the UK. Food waste is a critical issue in the hospitality industry, as it impacts global sustainability and human health. A restaurant in Grasmere, Yorkshire, has implemented a pre-order system for groups of five or more to minimize kitchen waste. They use menu planning to share ingredients across dishes, process fresh ingredients upon arrival, and portion and freeze them for later use. Unused items from pre-orders are dehydrated and used as drink garnishes, reducing waste by 50% and achieving an annual carbon savings of 1.174 tons (WRAP, 2024).

Blum (2020) notes that measuring food waste allows restaurant leaders to pinpoint problem areas and track improvements over time. Marriott, for example, uses cameras around bins to AI monitor waste disposal. (George, S., 2024). 

A study I came across explored the development of a green reductant for lithium batteries, using fruit peel waste to recover valuable metals from spent lithium-ion batteries. This eco-friendly approach demonstrates that fruit peel waste can be effective and practical for large-scale recycling of lithium-ion batteries (Osmanbasic, E., 2020). During my previous placement at La Braseria, the restaurant demonstrated weak sustainability practices, generating significant waste and not recycling effectively. For example, they mixed food waste with general waste in one bag and used plastic bags for meat. A more sustainable approach would be to use paper or biodegradable bags. Additionally, there were no recycling guidance signs on bins or around the kitchen. However, La Braseria did source some products, such as vegetables and meat, from local businesses, though this was limited. Their seafood was provided by a local supplier (La Braseria, 2023).

In contrast, at my current placement with The Morgan Hotel, sustainability practices are much more robust. The hotel sources its breakfast and event menu items locally, avoiding global suppliers to meet customer demand. The Morgan Hotel procures a wide range of ingredients, including meat, seafood, fruits, vegetables, tea, coffee, cheese, and eggs, from local suppliers. Although some food waste still occurs, they produce less general waste and offer a comprehensive breakfast menu (Morgan Hotel, 2024). Overall, it’s essential to address food waste, water usage, and social responsibility to protect the environment. Currently, a question that comes to mind is where the UK’s electricity supply originates. The UK produces 30% of its electricity from wind, 21% from gas, and imports 26% from other countries. Reducing reliance on imported electricity could enhance the UK’s sustainability. By expanding natural processes and renewable energy sources within the UK, we can work towards a more self-sustained energy supply. (Energy Dashboard, 2024).
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