
ASSEMBLY BILL 954 (CHIU) 
THE FOOD WASTE REDUCTION AND DATE LABELING ACT OF 2017 

 

SUMMARY 

To reduce food waste and help consumers make 
informed decisions when making food purchases, 
AB 954 creates standardized guidelines for food 
date labels that better describe food freshness and 
safety.  

BACKGROUND 

A shocking 40 percent of food produced in the 
United States never gets eaten. Meanwhile, 1 in 8 
Californians is food insecure, including 1 in 4 
children. According to a recent NRDC report, 4 
percent of the country’s total energy budget, 12 
percent of land, and 23 percent of all fresh water is 
used to grow this uneaten food. Discarded food is 
not only a significant waste of natural resources; it 
is also a drain on our economy that costs consumers 
and industry $162 billion each year. 

Americans throw away an estimated 21 percent of 
the food they bring home, equivalent to more than 
20 pounds of food per person every month.  
Reducing food waste just by a third (if distributed 
appropriately) would save enough food to feed 
every hungry American.  

Food is the single most prevalent item in California’s 
waste stream, with over 5.5 million tons of food 
dumped in landfills every year in the state. Dumping 
uneaten food and other organic waste into landfills 
releases more than 8.3 million tons of greenhouse 
gases each year, which makes up a fifth of the 
state’s methane emissions. 

THE PROBLEM 

Misinterpretation of the date labels on foods is a 
key factor leading to food waste in American 
households.  Surveys show that a vast majority of 
consumers discard food prematurely as a result of 
misinterpreting food date labels. The lack of 
standardization around date labels makes it 
impossible to educate consumers on their meaning. 

Confusion around date labels also contributes to 
industry food waste. A grocery manufacturing 
industry report concluded that about $900 million 
worth of dated product is removed from the shelves 
before ever reaching consumers, even though those 
dates are not always associated with expiration, 
food safety or freshness.  

Inconsistent and unclear food labeling also 
contributes to wasted food that would have 
otherwise gone to hungry Californians. Some food 
banks have policies to turn away food that has gone 
past its food date label out of fear that the food 
may be spoiled or a health hazard to their guests.  

With the exception of baby formula, there are 
virtually no federal regulations around food date 
labeling and rules vary widely by state. There are 
many areas of the country where much of the food 
supply has some type of printed date and other 
areas where almost no food is dated.  

Improving date labeling policies and practices can 
decrease consumer confusion, which will not only 
reduce food waste, but also improve food safety. 
Date labels on food come in a dizzying number of 
forms, including “use by,” “best before,” “sell by,” 
and “freshest by” dates, yet these simple markers 
are poorly understood and surprisingly under-
regulated—their meanings and timeframes are 
generally not defined in law. 

THE SOLUTION 

AB 954 directs the California Department of Food 
and Agriculture and the Department of Public 
Health to create voluntary uniform language for 
food date labels to communicate quality and safety 
to consumers. These standards would include:  

(1) A “BEST if used By” date to signify the date 
after which the food’s quality may begin to 
deteriorate; and  

(2) A “USE By” date to signify the safety date 
after which there is a high level of risk 
associated with the consumption of the 
product.  

National industry leaders, including the Grocery 
Manufacturers Association and the Food Marketing 
Institute, recently opted to create voluntary date 
label guidelines using this exact model to date their 
products.  

Standardizing the language on date labels with 
uniform phrases and definitions is the foundation 
for educating consumers on the meaning of labels, 
which will lead to reduced food waste.  

 

 



SUPPORT 

Californians Against Waste (Sponsor) 
Azul 
California Association of Local Conservation Corps 
California Compost Coalition 
Castro Valley Sanitary District 
Clean Water Action 
Environmental Working Group 
Food Finders 
Food Forward 
Friends of the Earth 
Green Long Beach 
Harvard Food Law and Policy Clinic 
Kiss the Ground 
Los Angeles Food Policy Council 
Marin Sanitary Service 
Meet Each Need with Dignity 
Napa Recycling & Waste Services 
Natural Resources Defense Council 
Northern California Recycling Association  
Pesticide Action Network 
Solid Waste Association of North America 
St. Francis Center 
Stop Waste 
Sustain LA 
Urban and Environmental Policy Institute 
 
  
 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

Riana King | Office of Assemblymember David Chiu  
Riana.king@asm.ca.gov  
 
Nick Lapis | Californians Against Waste 
nicklapis@cawrecycles.org  
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