 
The Real Junk Food Project is showing the world how to radically re-think food and food waste. The café in Leeds, in the north of England, where the movement started, has fed more than 10,000 people using 20,000 kilograms of food that had either been, or was going to be, thrown away. The pricing model for the establishment is PAYF – ‘pay as you feel’ – which means customers hand over the amount of money that they think the meal was worth, or what they can afford. The idea behind the project is two-fold: first, to reduce food waste, and second, to feed people who can’t afford to feed themselves.

By law, UK food retailers aren’t allowed to sell food that is past the ‘best before’ date stamped on the packaging. As a result, supermarkets, independent grocery stores and even food banks discard food that is perfectly edible, because they want to play it safe, and avoid accidently selling food that has passed its ‘sell-by’ date. Real Junk Food Project founder and chef Adam Smith would like to see the law changed, but in the meantime, the café takes food donations from restaurants that have surplus, and from supermarkets that are discarding food. Many food retailers are happy to give this food to the café rather than throw it away. But in an interview with the UK’s The Independent newspaper, Smith described how they regularly take food from supermarket bins if they have to. He said. ‘We watch them throw it away, then we go and take it back out again ten minutes later. Over 90 per cent of the goods are perfectly fine.’

The Independent asked Smith if he was concerned that The Real Junk Food Project might itself be prosecuted, but he said that the authorities know what Real Junk Food are doing and have passed the café as safe. ‘Environmental Health came to inspect us,’ Smith said, ‘and gave us three out of five stars.’ That translates as ‘generally satisfactory’. And while still hoping the law will change, the café has a perfect record. Smith says, ‘We have fed 10,000 with this food and not one has got ill.’

With both hunger and food-waste levels unacceptably high in the developed world, the idea has spread quickly, with nearly 50 new PAYF cafés opening in the UK alone, and others, inspired by Real Junk Food, starting up in the USA, Brazil, Poland and Switzerland.

At least one restaurant chain that has donated food is positively proud to be involved. Nando’s restaurant gives as much as 150 kg of frozen chicken per week and promotes itself with the motto ‘No chuckin’ our chicken.’
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