
Introduction: The global food issue on our plate

Saartje Boutsen, Vredeseilanden

The current agricultural system is globally under pressure. We are faced with many challenges: by 
the year 2050, 9 billion people will have to be fed; the demand for food is rising while the availa-
ble resources are decreasing; climate changes have significant consequences for agricultural pro-
duction; intensive agricultural methods foster soil erosion and higher CO2 emissions; land-grabbing 
compromises the land of small-scale farmers and fosters the concentration of power; food specula-
tion continuously pushes food prices upwards and the producer as the weakest player in the chain 
often doesn’t get a viable price for his produce any more.

A variety of studies in past years (UN, World Bank, FAO, IFAD,..) argument that investing more and 
working on a model of family farming and sustainable agricultural techniques can be economically 
profitable, socially fair and environmentally friendly. Therefore, Vredeseilanden aims at farmers who 
earn a decent income from sustainable agriculture in order to escape from poverty, feed the world 
and decrease pressure on the planet. To this end, Vredeseilanden has programmes in the South, 
but also here in the North. One of the pillars of this North programme is making the out-of-home 
food market more sustainable, focusing on social catering. Vredeseilanden has achieved a long-
standing experience with coaching routes on sustainability in industrial kitchens. 
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“ One organisation 

alone

can not achieve large-

scale sustainability in 

social 

catering. Levers are 

required thereto, like 

contract caterers who 

serve tens of thousands 

of meals per day.” 



However, Vredeseilanden alone will not be able to realize large-scale sustainability in social
   catering. Levers are needed thereto. Contract caterers can realize a leverage effect through a 

sustainability policy, as they serve tens of thousands of meals per day. Between 2014 and 2017, 
contract caterers will serve an average of 3,7% more meals in social catering (growth of health 
care, education, outsourcing of the governments market,…). And as we want to work precisely 
on those lever effects, we would like to go in dialogue with you today.

Some contract caterers present their sustainability policy

Carl Descheemaeker, operational director of Scolarest, Compass Group:
Scolarest, in charge of school catering within Compass Group, services 45.000 visitors per day in 

Belgium, 20.000 of them with warm meals. Their philosophy is: ‘Eat, learn, live’. They include 
initiatives about veggie dishes; the Yummie dragon gives tips on healthy food; they look for 
alternatives for conventional snacks, less soft drinks, etc. A sustainable commitment was elabo-
rated. As a global player, Compass tries to shift towards more sustainable purchases, a.o. colla-
borators are coached on this subject.

Florence Rossi, CSR manager of Sodexo: 
In 2009, Sodexo, who has 70% of its activities in catering, developed the ‘Better Tomorrow Plan’, 

a strategic roadmap for the sustainable enterprise, after it had received requests from schools 
and hospitals for healthy and sustainable food. Thinking about sustainability principles, they 
could establish 4 priorities and 18 commitments. Diversity and wellbeing of employees, food, 
health and wellbeing, contributions of local communities and protecting the environment are 
the most important spearheads. They strive for supplying 100 fair trade bananas, among other 
things. Also communication on sustainability is very important and thus that is what we work for.

“Price is an 

important aspect, 

but it should not 

be established 

as the highest 

good. Quality is 

equally important. 

A balance price 

- sustainability 

must be sought.”



Sodexo can supply clients who ask for “top sustainability”. With them, they reach 50.000 consumers 
daily. Through cross-cutting sustainable issues they reach 250.000 consumers per day. Also, they 
strive towards a potential indirect impact: family members of consumers; collaborators and their 
families; suppliers of Sodexho who are sensitized, etc.. Difficulties experienced in the endeavour 
for sustainability: working on internal awareness, a more consistent definition of sustainability, 
sometimes different expectations between the client (restaurant) and consumer, higher weights 
of meat established in specification books,…

   Sodexo also works on measuring sustainability in an objective way.

Propositions debate

Proposition 1: Sustainability is not only about ecological aspects; it’s also about good re-
lations and fair prices in the entire chain, farmers included.

It seems evident that work is done about the viability of the sector and fair prices for everyone in
 the chain. However, it is important that the producer knows beforehand what has to be delivered, 
so he can plan ahead. For instance, in Belgium the demand for organic vegetables is higher than 
the supply. If for example Biofresh, distributor of organic food products, receives a big order of 50 
tons of cabbage, they have to obtain those abroad because they are not available in the country; 
however the farmers state they can deliver if they are advised more time ahead so they can grow 
enough cabbage. It is important to build good relationships in the chain. 

Price is an important aspect but it may not always be stated as the highest good – quality is e-
qually important. A balance price-sustainability must be sought.

The contract caterers present indicate that clients often say they want to offer sustainable pro-
duce, however at the hour of truth the price is often determining. Clients also have their habits, 
which they establish in specification ledgers. If for instance the specification ledger states that 
a meal has to comprise 160 grams of meat, a contract caterer cannot escape that. So there is an 
important responsibility with the consumer. E.g., the consumer wants organic food, but also shi-
ning apples. Creating consumer awareness is an important task, and it is a task for all of us. For 
example, the Fairtrade@work campaign, in which a moment of action in the restaurant creates 
awareness in the consumer, but in which the caterer also gets to know the offer and sees that 
it is not difficult to include fair trade products in the gamma.
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“Awareness on 

sustainable food is 

important for 

consumers, for 

chefs and procure-

ment 

services ” 



Also for organic food, volumes are sometimes a problem. The volumes requested, for instance 
100 kilograms of potatoes, are sometimes too big for a small-scale producer to deliver. On the 
other hand, organic volumes are sometimes rather small for contract caterers, which creates a 
logistic bottleneck because it comes with more transportation and by consequence also more 
CO2.  However, also a different way of thinking about volume and price are needed, e.g. during 
the organic week there is a high demand for chicken legs and not enough suppliers are found 
because of the highly concentrated demand. On the other hand, this is relatively expensive 
because nobody asks for the rest of the chicken. Ordering in a different way can promote sus-
tainability and cut prices.

The number of people that purchases consciously sustainably is relatively small. The consumer 
is usually not willing to pay a higher price; in an industrial kitchen restaurant these products 
remain in the counter. However, the price of organic and fair trade food is not too high – it’s 
the price of conventional food that is too low. Building consumer awareness on the value that 
food should obtain is also needed.

Abroad, there are already retailers who dare to choose e.g. 100% fair trade bananas on the shel-
ves. It would be nice if also industrial kitchens and contract caterers would dare to make such 
choices. However, they are faced with specification ledgers, in which price is very much the 
determining factor.. 

The consumer should be included gradually – no drastic changes but step by step. E.g. not at once 
serving purple fair trade / organic rice, but starting with more familiar products. It is important 
to inform customers well in the meantime. Also, surveys show that parents are prepared to pay 
more for school meals if quality increases.

Proposition 2: Contract caterers have the option to make the offer towards industrial kitch-
ens more sustainable.

The Katholieke Hogeschool (KHS - Catholic High School) decided to make its offer more sustain-
able. They had lots of questions towards their contract caterer, Horeservi, as the price issue is 
very important for students. They started introducing seasonal vegetables. They left the students 
no options, and no-one complained. Also, sales did not go down.

“ It would be nice if 

industrial kitchens 

and contract ca-

terers would dare 

to make choices. 

However, they are 

faced with specifi-

cation ledgers, in 

which price is very 

much the determi-

ning factor.” 



When there is a choice (e.g. on veggie day), tougher questions are asked. There was a campaign 
on seasonal vegetables, but little reaction was received. Creating awareness among students is 
not easy; they already have a lot on their plate, literally and figuratively. However, the longer 
they are involved in sustainability, the more evident it becomes – especially for new students. 
Together with their contact caterer they also developed a new veggie sandwich spread – more-

    over: a cheaper sandwich. A similar project at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB - Free University 
of Brussels) is also running well.

EVA vzw experiences the opposite: they tell kitchens it is preferable to leave consumers a choice, 
as many people are rather attached to their bit of meat.

Contract caterers have the will to be more sustainable, but in industrial kitchens it is important 
that the chef wants to cooperate. Sometimes the chef has no experience at all e.g. about it, 
or sticks to the ‘historical veggie products’. There are trainings for kitchen staff (e.g. by the 
Environmental Department of Brussels) to make them more acquainted with sustainable recipes 
that use organic, fair trade, vegetarian, less meat, local and seasonal food. Apart from that, with 
contract caterers not only the menu developers but also the procurement department have to 
cooperate and this is where it is a bit more difficult sometimes, because price is very important 
for them. However, more sustainable does not necessarily mean more expensive

It is important to also involve procurement departments in the story. Sodexo for instance involved 
its procurement department in its fish policy, to no longer buy 15 types of fish and search for 
alternatives. That went well.

Compass has a veggie offer but only die hards use it. There are clients who eat e.g. 10 times per 
year vegetarian, but would be more effective if they would have everybody eat vegetarian 10 
times per year, because then also the logistical problems would go away. 5>



Proposition 3: Contract caterers have the option towards suppliers to make their expecta-
tions on sustainability clear and to request information on the efforts made.

Industrial kitchens prefer to obtain their produce with their current suppliers, because changing 
or adding smaller suppliers is not always evident. So it is important that also major suppliers 
include sustainable products in their offer. Solucious mentions they have a good cooperation 
with Max Havelaar and have a nice fair trade assortment.

Compass says it is important to look together in the long term, that suppliers and caterers find each 
other and look how they can tackle the demand they get together. Educating is also part of that.

Solucious feels the tension between consumers and caterer. For example, the demand for chicken 
in the organic week – and after the organic week the demand stops. Logistically, that is diffi-
cult to maintain.

Java is running an initiative with EVA vzw and promotes local products. This is a success and there 
is interest, but it has to grow.



Proposition 4: Contract caterers have the option to achieve significant progress in matters 
of sustainability with limited budget consequences.

It is possible to obtain organic food for the same price as conventional food. However the approach 
is important. In Copenhagen for instance, organic meat used to be expensive, but by training 
butchers and the entire use of carcases, costs can be saved. Biofresh delivers organic desserts 
to Sodexo within the regular price.

In its facilitation paths with industrial kitchens Vredeseilanden also sees it is possible to offer a sus-
tainable meal for the same price. The extra cost of fair trade or organic food is e.g. compensated 
by smaller portions of meat, seasonal vegetables and less waste. The total package is important.

The Government (both national and European) could stimulate that tendency, because if the spe-
cification ledger is fixed, the contract caterer cannot escape from it. Often 160 grams of meat or 
fish is required, whereas from a nutrition point of view one only needs 100 grams. Unions also 
strongly protect these grammages.

We must dare to think differently about food, from a sustainable rather than only price technical 
point of view.
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“It is possible 

to offer a more 

sustainable 

meal for the 

same price.”



“ It is important to 

look at the long 

term together, 

that suppliers and 

caterers can find 

each other and 

look together how 

they can tackle 

the demand they 

obtain. Educating 

is part of that.”

Report: Saartje Boutsen, Vredeseilanden

Photos: Jelle Goossens, Vredeseilanden

Conclusions

Gert Engelen, Vredeseilanden

We thank the contract caterers for their open participation, as well as the present NGOs who work 
around this theme and have already seen the progress in sustainability in social catering over the 
past ten years in other than ecological dimensions also. It is indeed important to work on the 
entire chain, and on the long term. 

For farmers it is important to know their tasks in time; that makes delivery and price requested 
more feasible.

Creating awareness around sustainable food is important, with consumers, chefs, procurement 
departments,… Good campaigns are important thereto.

Imposing sustainable choices to consumers is going well (KHL), sometimes more difficult (EVA).

Smooth logistical supplies are an important challenge.

Everybody agrees that more sustainability is possible, although in the short term the higher price 
will always be an important challenge. However, it is possible to also offer sustainable meals at a 
good price, if sustainability is seen in its totality.

Legislation and regulation on specification ledgers seem to be an important issue. It remains to 
be seen how improvements can be made there.


