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Executive summary - The purpose of this report is to evaluate sustainability practices within the Michelin starred restaurant Nobelhart & Schmutzig, located in Berlin, Germany. This study critically analyses how the restaurant embraces sustainability through the principles of sustainable gastronomy, compliance with relevant legislation, and application of circular economy concepts. Using established sustainability theories such as the Triple Bottom Line, sustainable gastronomy framework, and circular economy models, this report assesses the restaurants environmental, social, and economic performance. Evidence found from academic literature and reliable sources online highlight Nobelhart & Schmutzig as a leading example of radical sustainability in fine dining. 
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1. Introduction - Sustainability has become a critical focus within the hospitality and restaurant industry worldwide due to increasing environmental degradation, ethical concerns, and regulatory pressures from governments, as well as public opinion, supported by Jones, Hillier and Comfort (2014). Sustainable gastronomy balances environmental stewardship, social responsibility, and economic viability while delivering high-quality culinary experiences (UNWTO 2012). This report critically evaluates sustainable gastronomy at Nobelhart & Schmutzig, a Michelin-starred restaurant in Berlin renowned for its progressive commitment to maintaining and centralising regionality, seasonality, and ethical sourcing. Using Elkington’s (1997) Triple Bottom Line framework and circular economy theory, this report will be assessing the restaurants environmental, social, and economic performance. It also explores the limitations and challenges associated with implementing sustainability within a fine dining context.
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Founded by sommelier Billy Wagner and chef Micha Schäfer, Nobelhart & Schmutzig was recognised in 2024 as one of the world's top 50 sustainable restaurants (Rodriguez, 2024), reflecting its long-standing commitment to sustainable gastronomy. The restaurant operates on the philosophy of ‘brutally local’ sourcing, which is a central part of its brand identity and is consistently used across their digital platforms and many articles (Lee, 2018). This ideology is put into practice by exclusively using ingredients from the Berlin-Brandenburg region, as highlighted by Dietz (2023). 

This approach positions the restaurant as a benchmark for sustainable fine dining – with significant emphasis being placed on the visibility and promotion of its local producers and suppliers, a practice widely recognised for enhancing transparency, trust, and ethical value within food systems (Sonnio, 2009). However, an argument can be made that restricting sourcing to a narrow radius can limit ingredient diversity and increase the operational risk, as menus must constantly adapt to seasonal availability and fluctuations in regional crop yields which  may be exacerbated by climate variability (Coley, Howard & Winter, 2015) This highlights a potential for problems between environmental sustainability goals and operational flexibility, as the commitment to reducing food miles and supporting local producers may limit menu planning, consistency, and supply reliability, particularly due to seasonal fluctuations and climate variability.

2. Principles and pillars of sustainable gastronomy - Sustainable gastronomy is commonly underpinned by three interconnected pillars: environmental protection, social equity, and economic viability. This structure closely aligns with the Triple Bottom Line framework, which, according to the research by Hanan (2015) is a sustainability framework which integrates economic, social and environmental performance (people, planet, profit) into a single, holistic model of organisational success. The triple bottom line emphasises that long-term sustainability can only be achieved when organisations give balanced attention to all three dimensions, rather than focusing solely on financial outcomes.
[bookmark: _Int_gybdsOw2]According to FAO (2024), sustainable gastronomy considers the origins on ingredients, how food is produced and transported, and how it is used in ways that benefit the environment, local economies, and food systems by reducing food waste and supporting seasonal, locally grown products. Nobelhart & Schmutzig demonstrates strong alignment with sustainable gastronomy principles, especially regarding environmental and social sustainability:
Environmental - This pillar focuses on reducing carbon emissions, conserving biodiversity, and minimising waste through strategies such as local sourcing, organic farming, and low-impact cooking methods, which research by Gössling et al., (2011) describes as being central methods to ensuring sustainability in restaurants. Nobelhart & Schmutzig exemplifies these principles through its ‘brutally local’ sourcing, with ingredients sourced exclusively from within approximately 250 kilometres of Berlin (Hogg, 2024). This significantly reduces the food miles and associated greenhouse gas emissions, aligning with life cycle assessment theory, which identifies transportation as a major contributor to food-related emissions (Garnett 2008). The restaurant further supports biodiversity and seasonal agriculture by prioritising seasonal produce, whole-ingredient utilisation, and minimal food waste, reinforcing its commitment to environmental sustainability.
Social - The social dimension emphasises fair labour practices, cultural heritage, community engagement, and consumer education (Bocken et al., 2014). Restaurants can act as platforms for storytelling, reconnecting consumers with the origins of food and the producers behind it. Nobelhart & Schmutzig embodies these principles by fostering close, transparent relationships with local farmers, artisans, and foragers, supporting fair and ethical supply chain practices. The restaurant places a strong emphasis on education and transparency, informing guests about ingredient origins, producers, and preparation methods through its menus, staff interactions, and public communications. This approach enhances food literacy, promotes ethical awareness, and strengthens the relationship between consumers and local food systems, contributing to long-term social sustainability. While this educational approach strengthens ethical awareness, fine dining price points may limit accessibility, raising questions about the wider social inclusivity of sustainable gastronomy.
Economic sustainability - Economic sustainability ensures long-term business viability while supporting local suppliers and ethical value chains. Porter and Kramers (2011) concept of creating ‘shared value’ highlights how businesses can generate economic value while also addressing societal challenges. Nobelhart & Schmutzig demonstrates this principle through its Michelin-star status and sustainability-driven brand identity, which provide a competitive advantage in the fine dining sector, aligning with Porters differentiation strategy, which is a competitive approach in which businesses make their service unique in ways that consumers value, which allows them to stand out, and justify their high cost (Datta, 2010). 
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However, the restaurants reliance on locally sources, seasonal ingredients may expose it to supply volatility, presenting an ongoing economic challenge that requires careful management to maintain both profitability and ethical sourcing standards (Xu and Gursoy, 2014). Although local sourcing can reduce transport-related emissions, it does not necessarily guarantee lover overall greenhouse gas emissions, as other factors such as production methods, land use and storage often contribute more to a products total carbon footprint (Stein and Santini, 2021). This indicates that the restaurants environmental performance relies not solely on geographical proximity, but also on the extent to which its regional suppliers adopt low-income agriculture and energy prices, this results in a restricted supplier base, limiting source flexibility. Maintaining profitability therefore relies on consumers’ willingness to pay premium prices, making the business model vulnerable to economic downturns or shifts in dining behaviour (Scwartz, 2025)
Beyond its internal operations, Nobelhart & Schmutzig extends its commitment to sustainability through its role as a founder and active participant of the non-profit organisation Die Gemeinschaft. The organisation operates as a nationwide network connecting farmers, chefs, retailers, and food activists who share a commitment to sustainable gastronomy, regenerative agriculture, and fair food supply chains in Germany. This company is similar to the UK based ‘sustainable food places’ network, which similarly works to embed sustainability across local and regional food systems through collaboration, knowledge exchange, and community engagement. However, while sustainable food places often operate at a community-focused, local authority level, Die Gemeinschaft adopts a more grassroots, producer-led approach, placing stronger emphasis on regenerative agriculture and direct relationships between producers and hospitality businesses. 
Such networks are essential to the wider adoption and accessibility of sustainable gastronomy, as they address sustainability at a systemic level rather than within individual enterprises.
4. Regulations and legislation in the hospitality sector - Sustainability practices are increasingly shaped by regulatory frameworks that govern environmental protection, food safety, and labour standards. In Germany, restaurants are required to comply with a range of national and European union regulations that directly influence operations in hospitality businesses. Key legislation includes the EU general food law regulation, which ensures food safety, traceability, and consumer protection across the supply chain, and the HAACP system, a mandatory self-monitoring system that requires restaurants to identify, document, and manage food safety risks.
Environmental responsibility is further regulated through the German packaging act, which aims to reduce packaging waste and promote recycling by enforcing extended producer responsibility. Under this legislation, businesses must register with a dual system and pay licencing fees to cover the costs of waste management and recycling.
Nobelhart & Schmutzig’s operational model aligns closely with both the intent and requirements of these regulations. Its minimal packaging approach, emphasis on direct sourcing and waste reduction strategies ensure compliance with environmental legislation and often exceed regulatory minimum standards. Similarly, the restaurants commitment to ethical labour practices and transparency supports compliance with employment and social legislation. 
Rather than viewing legislation as a constraint, Nobelhart & Schmutzig integrates legislative requirements into its broader sustainability strategy, using them as a baseline for responsible practice. This proactive approach reduces legal and reputational risk while strengthening the restaurants sustainability credentials and reinforcing its position as a leader in sustainable dining.
5. Circular economy and its relevance - The circular economy model seeks to replace the traditional linear ‘take-make-dispose' approach with regenerative systems that eliminate waste, maximise resource efficiency, and generate natural systems (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015). Within the restaurant sector, circular economy practices commonly include food waste prevention, whole ingredient utilisation, composting, reuse of by-products, sustainable procurement, and adaptive menu design. Rather than viewing waste as an inevitable, circular systems frame it as a resource that can be reintegrated into production cycles. 
Nobelhart & Schmutzig reflects circular economy principles through its commitment to whole-animal and whole-plant utilisation, ensuring that all edible parts of ingredients are used across dishes, preserves, and ferments. The restaurant also collaborates closely with local producers to repurpose surplus, imperfect, or seasonal excess produce that might otherwise be discarded, thereby reducing upstream food waste. 
[bookmark: _Int_QyX7F1gV]However, opportunities remain to further formalise and extend circular strategies. For example, restaurants such as Amass in Copenhagen have implemented extensive circular practices – fermenting and dehydrating vegetable trimming into seasoning powders, recycling around 90% of their waste, and closing resource loops and reducing external inputs. Implementing similar measures, such as formal compost partnerships with local farms, energy recovery from organic waste, or pursuing recognised zero waste certification schemes – could further strengthen Nobelhart & Schmutzig’s circular economy impact and provide measurable benchmarks to communicate its sustainability leadership more explicitly. These practices not only reduce environmental impact but also foster innovation and menu uniqueness, reinforcing competitive differentiation within fine dining.
6. Conclusion - Nobelhart & Schmutzig is an example of a restaurant that demonstrates exceptional commitment to sustainable gastronomy, particularly in environmental stewardship and social responsibility. Its ‘brutally local’ philosophy, transparency, and stakeholder engagement position it as a leader in sustainable fine dining. While economic viability is currently supported by brand prestige, future challenges include scalability, supply resilience, and external economic pressures. Overall, Nobelhart & Schmutzig exemplifies how sustainability can be embedded at the core of restaurant operations rather than treated as an add-on. This case demonstrates that sustainability can be embedded at the core of fine dining operations, through its transferability to less premium market segments remains limited without systemic support.
7. Recommendations - To further strengthen its sustainability performance and long-term resilience, Nobelhart & Schmutzig should consider the following recommendations:
Formalise sustainability reporting – introducing annual sustainability reporting aligned with recognised frameworks such as the global reporting initiative (GRI) would enhance transparency, accountability, and credibility. Formal reporting would allow the restaurant to systematically measure environmental and social impacts, communicate progress to stakeholders, and benchmark performance against industry standards.
Energy efficient initiatives – investing in renewable energy sources or energy efficient kitchen technologies, such as induction cooking, heat recovery systems, or energy efficient refrigeration, would reduce operational carbon emissions. These measures would also support long term cost savings while aligning the restaurants operations with broader climate mitigation goals.
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