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Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_KMwNCi6h][bookmark: _Int_kc44S1K1]Sustainability has become a central concern within the hospitality and food service industry, especially within the fine dining industry (Chemmanur and Fenech, 2024). Sustainable development goals (SDG) has become increasingly conflicted in regards to practice, with continued environmental damage exposing the fundamental weaknesses within sustainability governance, accountability and enforcement (council on foreign relations, 2023). As consumer awareness significantly increased, regulatory pressure intensifies, restaurants are required to review their operational models to align with the environmental, social, an economical sustainability requirement (pack, 2025). Despite long standing concerns regarding excess and social exclusivity, high end gastronomy is becoming increasingly promoted as a leader in sustainable innovations, despite ongoing tensions between these claims and its structure inequalities.
This report offers a examination of sustainable claims and practices at azurmendi, a three Michelin star restaurant, located in Spain's Basque country (Royist, 2019). Under the leadership of head chef, the restaurant Azurmendi is frequently positioned as a benchmark for sustainable fine dining, However, the claim alone does not ensure sustainable effectiveness. This report evaluates the extent to which Azurmendi genuinely embraces sustainability beyond branding and reputation, rather than functioning only as a reputational marketing tool.
[bookmark: _Int_Pq8uVRA7]Drawing upon established sustainability theories and frameworks including the triple bottom line, sustainable gastronomy principles, and circular economy models, this report analyses Azurmendi’s sustainability performance. Using recognised sustainability models, for example the triple bottom line (TBL) which includes focusing on people, the planet, and profit. Evaluating sustainability in the terms of social environmental as well as an economical impact (Miller, 2020).  this report examines the extent to which Azurmendi’s sustainable efforts have demonstrated a genuine change rather than a performative action. further considering the regulatory and legislative context governing restaurant operations in Spain and the European union, highlighting potential gaps and challenges when enforcing sustainability. To conclude this report provides evidence based on recommendations for future development at Azurmendi. Toassess sustainable practices at Azurmendi, highlighting the restaurants success as well as recognising the restaurants limitations.
Sustainability in gastronomy principles, pillars and theoretical frameworks

Principles and pillars of sustainable gastronomy 
Three pillars of sustainability 
Sustainable gastronomy is often presented as going above and beyond environmental concerns, to include, social equality, economic stability, cultural preservation, as well as ethical food systems (Team, 2025). However, organisations such as the United Nations World Tourism, also referred to UNWTO promote ideas such as locally sourcing, biodiversity management, seasonal produce, as well as respecting culinary traditions, whilst minimising harm to the environment (UNEP, 2024). The concepts align closely with the three pillars of sustainability, also known as:

Environmental sustainability 
Azurmendi's approach to environmental sustainability is through the means of focusing on resources efficiency, the reduction of waste, and lastly ecological preservations (Sgarbi, 2026).
Social sustainability 
Azumrendi’s approach to social sustainability includes initiatives such as sourcing from local suppliers, as well as supporting fair labour prices (wages), and lastly engaging with local communities (Al-Mousawi, 2022). 
Economical sustainability 
Azurmendi's approach to economical sustainability ensures long term viability with compromising any environmental or social responsibilities, elaborating, the restaurant reduces environmental impact, by using recyclable materials, as well as sourcing fresh air from outdoors (Maira, 2025).
In the context of high end gastronomy, the principles of sustainability are frequently conflicting with the industry, with that being said, prioritising exclusively, innovation and reaching expectations of luxury. 


The triple bottom line and critiques 
The triple bottom line framework is most used to evaluate sustainability performances across industries (Byrne, 2025). The framework requires organisations to measure success across people, planet and profit (Jonker, 2023). Of course, Azurmendi is frequently recognised for their environmental innovations, when applying the triple bottom line framework, it allows a more balanced approach by highlighting trade-offs and power imbalances between the 3 pillars of sustainability (Miller, 2020). 
Research states that the triple bottom line is that organisations often prioritise environmental initiatives while also addressing the social inequalities economic accessibility (Kenton, 2025). Within the fine dining sector, sustainability demands are often prompted; to explain, these claims may coexist with exclusivity which raises concerns about social benefits as well as inclusivity within the industry. 

Environmental sustainability at Azurmendi – innovation or exception?
Azurmendi’s environmental strategies is recognised through the means of pioneering within fine dining. Azurmendi restaurant was designed and constructed with sustainability as a core design principle, with this being said Azurmendi

Incorporates renewable energy systems 
Rainwater harvesting 
Passive architectural features

 Azurmendi aligns with ecological modernisation theory, which suggests that technological innovations can decouple economic activity from environmental degradation. 

Energy, water, and resource efficiency

Azurmendi reportedly incorporates solar panels, as well as geothermal energy (MyPassion.news, 2025). At Azurmendi, the establishment collects the rainwater and reused for irrigation and sanitation purposes. “Azurmendi has a water tank which covers 100% irrigation necessities of the vegetable garden and the greenhouse. It also covers 100% of water to fill the toilets and acts as a water reserve for fire purposes.” (Azurmendi, 2025). These initiatives demonstrate alignment with environmental management principles, which emphasise systematic resource monitoring and continual improvement (Izah, Ogwu and Salimon, 2025).
However, due to the level of financial investment that is required suggests that Azurmendi may be a less scalable model. Such as its environmental success may have limited applicability across the wider restaurant sector 

Biodiversity and ingredient sourcing 

Azurmendi restaurant prioritises locally sourced, seasonal ingredients, the business has often collaborated with smaller scale Basque producers (Atxa, 2025). This approach supports biodiversity and reduces food miles, aligning with short food supply chain theory. However, the business offers high-end tasting menus which essentially require unusual ingredients and complex preparation techniques, this could potentially undermine environmental benefits through the means of energy intensive cooking processes and specialised logistics. 
Therefore, although Azurmendi has demonstrated strong environmental intent, identifying environmental benefits is difficult to pinpoint, MINDFOOD (2018) states that “the restaurant is designed with environmental concerns at its very core”. addressing that sustainability is being marketed not measured 

Social sustainability – ethics labour, and community engagement
Labour practices
[bookmark: _Int_zMbmQbX5]Within gastronomy, social sustainability is often undermined by precarious work conditions, with that being said, many workers unfortunately face working long hours, on low pay, as well as unpaid placements (Rajaayam, 2022). Azurmendi positions itself as a progressive employer (Azurmendi, 2025), emphasising education, training as well as staffs' wellbeing. (Ahsan and Tahir, 2025) supports that investment within employee development enhances organisational resilience and service quality. Nevertheless, within the means of fine dining, fine dining remains reliant on structured hierarchy kitchen cultures and labour demands (Ertaş, 2026).Without independently verified labour audits, it is quite a challenge trying to determine whether or not Azurmendi truly acts upon changing these practices or only in reducing their most visible problem. 
Cultural and community contributions
By committing to the Basque culinary heritage helps contribute to cultural sustainability, this is supported by preserving regional food knowledge and agricultural traditions. This reflects with place – based sustainability theory, which emphasises the connection between food systems and the local identity. However, due to the exclusivity of the dining experience at the establishment, it limits accessibility, as well as raising ethical concern, within regards to the sustainable measures. Although the cultural heritage is preserved, broad social inclusion remains constrained by price, geography, and limited capacity (Powell, 2021)





Economic sustainability and business viability
Within fine dining economic sustainability requires balancing high operational cost while ensuring long term viability. By incorporating sustainability within azurmendi’s brand, Azurmendi has strengthened their global reputation, which attracts an interest within the market.  Sustainability functions as both an ethical responsibility as well as a source of competitive advantage. However, the global pandemic, also known as COVID 19 demonstrates the susceptibility of international gastronomic tourism opened up the vulnerability to the global stand still. Furthermore, sustainability framed primarily as luxury differentiation risks reinforcing inequality rather than driving sector wide change. 

Regulatory and legislation 

Restaurant operating in Spain must comply with a range of environmental, health and labour regulations, with that being said Spain must comply with:

· EU food hygiene regulations (EC no.825/2004) – governing food safety
· Spanish waste law (ley 7, 2022)– addressing food waste reduction and recycling 
· EU circular economy action plan – promoting waste minimisation and resource efficiency
· And lastly, labour regulations under the Spanish workers statute addressing working conditions and employee rights
(European Commission, 2023)
Azurmendi appears compliant with these regulatory frameworks and in some cases, exceeds the minimum requirements. However, compliance alone does not equate to leadership, and voluntary sustainability initiatives should not overlook the regulatory gaps within the hospitality sector.


Limitations
Due to current legislations, it is primarily focusing on environmental compliances, rather than inclusive sustainability. Social sustainability, particularly labour conditions, remains under-enforced across the sector. As such, azurmendi’s sustainability initiatives operate within a regulatory environment that allows reputational leadership without mandatory transparency.

Circular economy and operational integration 
The circular economy model challenges the traditional liner “take -make-dispose" approach by highlighting resource regeneration, waste elimination, and lastly closed loop systems, which is supported by (Daga et al., 2025). In gastronomy, this includes food waste reduction, composting, upcycling and lastly energy recovery. 

Application at azurmendi 
azurmendi applies circular principles through the means of waste separation, composting organic waste, as well as repurposing by products into new culinary creations. This particular approach aligns with the industrial ecology theory, which views waste as a resource rather than an endpoint (Maria, 2025). However, the effectiveness of these initiatives depends on measurable outcomes rather than matching concepts. Without spreading the word on the  available data on waste reduction or lifecycle assessments, unfortunately there no evidence to suggest  whether sustainable resource managementis fully embedded or selectively implemented for meaningfu value.

evaluations and limitations 
While azurmendi represents a leading example of sustainability fine dining, its model is quite limited, through the means of structural and ethical limitations. Sustainability achievements are closely tied to financial privilege, exclusivity and lastly global recognition. Moreover, due to the lack of open reports, limiting accountability.  the reliance on awards and third-party recognition risks substituting evaluations with reputational authority (Shared assessment, 2024).

Conclusion 
Azurmendi demonstrates a sophisticated and intentional engagement with sustainability, particularly in environmental innovation and cultural preservation. However, azurmendis sustainability model is shaped by privilege, exclusivity and limited transparency. While it serves as an influential benchmark within high-end gastronomy, its broader contribution to sustainable food systems remains. Ultimately azurmendi’s case highlights both potential and the contradictions of sustainability in fine dining. Genuine progress will depend not only on innovation and investment but also on accountability, inclusivity and lastly systemic change across the hospitality sector.


Recommendations for future sustainability development
To strengthen sustainability outcome as well as broaden the hospitality sectors impact, with this being said, the following recommendations suggests that:
Enhance transparency – with this being said, improving transparency through the means of annual sustainability reports, that conclude of measurable environmental and social indicators.
Labour reviews – the establishment could benefit from implementing a third party verification to assess the working conditions and employee’s well being.
Sharing knowledge – to elaborate to develop training programs to share sustainable practices with smaller less resourced restaurants.
Measures to improve accessibility – to develop an alternative dining forma, as wells as programs for the  community to enhance the establishments social impact.
Assess environmental impacts – Azurmendi could potentially conduct a full environmental impact assessment, which could include menus operations which would support the establishment through continuous improvement. 
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