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Introduction

Understanding Leftovers & Food Waste in Care
Catering

Leftovers and food waste are unavoidable in many catering environments, but they
must be managed carefully. In care catering, staff may need to deal with unused
prepared food, food remaining after meal service, individual plate waste, expired
ingredients and food that can no longer be safely used.

The key principle is simple:

Reducing waste is important, but food safety must always come first.

What Do We Mean by Leftovers?

The term “leftovers” can describe several different situations, and they should not
automatically be treated in the same way.

Examples include:

e Cooked food remainingin the kitchen after preparation

¢ Foodremainingin controlled hot-holding equipment

e Prepared food that has not entered the service environment

¢ Food returned from a dining or service area

e Unserved plated meals

¢ Foodremaining on an individual's plate

e Openedingredients

¢ Prepared chilled foods approaching the end of their permitted storage period

Whether food can be retained depends on its temperature history, handling, storage,
exposure to contamination and the organisation's food safety procedures.

Controlled Kitchen Leftovers

Food remaining under controlled kitchen conditions may sometimes be suitable for
further use if the organisation's procedures permit it.

Before retaining food, staff should consider:

¢ Hasitremained under appropriate temperature control?
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¢ Has it been protected from contamination?

e Howlonghas it been prepared or held?

¢ Hasitalready been reheated?

¢ Canits complete food-safety history be established?

e Canitbe cooled safely where required?

e Canitbe labelled and stored correctly?

¢ Doesthe organisation's procedure permit it to be retained?

Food should never be saved simply because “it looks all right” or because staff do not
want to waste it.

Food Returned From Residents' Plates

Food that has been served to a resident and returned on their plate should not be
returned to general food stock or reused for another person.

Once food has been served, it may have been exposed to:

e Saliva

¢ Hands

e Used cutlery

e Coughingor sneezing

¢ Otherfood on the plate

¢ Medication residues

e Environmental contamination

This food should be treated as plate waste and disposed of according to workplace
procedures.

Food Returned From Dining or Service Areas

Food that has left the controlled kitchen environment requires careful consideration.
For example, a serving container may have been:

e Openduring service

¢ Handled by several people

¢ Exposed to changing temperatures

¢ |In contact with serving utensils

e Positioned close to residents or visitors
¢ Exposed for an uncertain length of time

Staff should not automatically return such food to kitchen stock.
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The organisation's food safety procedures should determine whether any food returning
from a service area can be retained.

Unserved Meals

An unserved plated meal is not automatically safe to keep simply because nobody has
eaten from it.

Staff should consider:

¢ Howlongago was it plated?

¢ Where hasitbeen?

e Has appropriate temperature control been maintained?
¢ Hasitremained protected?

¢ Has anyone handled it?

e Isits history known?

¢ Doesworkplace procedure permitits reuse?

If these questions cannot be answered confidently, staff should stop and seek
guidance rather than guessing.

Leftovers & Temperature Control

Temperature history is particularly important when deciding whether cooked food can
be retained.

Staff should consider whether food has:

¢ Remained appropriately hot held

¢ Fallen below required hot-holding temperatures
¢ Been left atroom temperature

¢ Already been cooled

¢ Already been reheated

¢ Been subjected to repeated heating and cooling
¢ Been stored under appropriate chilled conditions

Where cooked food is retained for later use, it must be cooled and stored according to
the organisation's approved food safety procedures.



Reheating Leftovers

Food Standards Agency guidance advises that food should generally be reheated only
once.

Repeated cycles of:
Cook > Cool » Reheat > Cool » Reheat
create additional opportunities for poor temperature control and bacterial growth.

Staff therefore need to know the history of food before deciding whether it is suitable for
reheating.

If that history cannot be established, do not guess.

Labelling Retained Food

Food retained for later use should be labelled according to workplace procedures.
Information may include:

¢ Name of the food

¢ Date prepared

e Datecooled

e Use-by ordiscard date

e Otheridentification required by the organisation

Clear labelling helps prevent staff from finding an unidentified container later and
having to guess what it is or how long it has been stored.

When Food Becomes Waste

Food may need to be discarded because:

e Its permitted storage period has expired

¢ Temperature control has failed

e Its history cannot be established

¢ |t may have been contaminated

¢ Packaging has been damaged

e Ithasbeenreturned from a resident's plate
e Ithas deteriorated



e Afood recall or withdrawal applies
e |thas been prepared incorrectly
e lIts allergen or dietary suitability cannot be confirmed

Discarding food in these circumstances is an appropriate food-safety control, not a
failure.

Food Waste Can Create Hygiene Risks

Food waste itself must also be managed safely.
Poorly managed waste can:

e Attract pests

¢ Produce unpleasant odours

¢ Contaminate surfaces

e Encourage bacterial growth

e Leakonto floors

e Contaminate staff hands

¢ Increase slip hazards

o Create poor working conditions

Waste should therefore be removed from food-preparation areas appropriately and
should not be allowed to accumulate unnecessarily.

Waste Containers

Kitchen food-waste containers should be:

e Suitable for their intended use

¢ Positioned appropriately

¢ Maintained in good condition

¢ Emptied regularly

e Cleaned according to workplace procedures

¢ Managed to prevent contamination of food and food-contact areas

Staff should wash their hands appropriately after handling waste and before returning
to food-handling activities.



Preventing Pest Problems

Food waste is a potential food source for pests.
Good waste management should therefore include:

¢ Keeping waste appropriately contained

e Removing waste regularly

e Cleaning spillages promptly

o Keeping external waste areas tidy

e Keeping bin lids closed where appropriate
e Reporting damaged waste containers

e Reporting evidence of pests promptly

Signs such as droppings, gnaw marks, damaged packaging, insects or unusual pest
activity should never be ignored.

Food Waste Reduction & Food Safety

Care catering operations may understandably aim to reduce unnecessary food waste.
Useful approaches can include:

e Accurate ordering

e Appropriate stock rotation

¢ Monitoring portion sizes

¢ Reviewingrecurring plate waste

o Effective menu planning

e Correct storage

e Batch cooking where appropriate

¢ Monitoring resident preferences

¢ Avoiding unnecessary overproduction

These measures can reduce waste before it occurs, without compromising food
safety.

Staff should never keep potentially unsafe food simply to improve waste figures.
Good Practice Reminder
The safest way to reduce food waste is to prevent unnecessary waste through good

planning, storage and portion control — not by retaining food when its safety is
uncertain.



Assess > Check History > Retain Safely or Discard > Record Where Required >
Manage Waste Hygienically

Safe Handling, Storage & Disposal of Leftovers and
Food Waste

Once meal service is complete, staff should make a clear decision about what happens
to remaining food. Food should not be left on counters, in serving equipment or on
trolleys while staff decide whether it might be used later.

The decision should be based on food safety, temperature history, contamination
risk and workplace procedures — not simply on how much food remains.

Assess Leftovers Promptly

At the end of service, staff should assess remaining food without unnecessary delay.
Consider:

e Where has the food been?

e Howlonghas it been there?

e Has appropriate temperature control been maintained?
e Hasitremained protected from contamination?

e Hasitalready been reheated?

e Hasitbeen exposed during service?

e Canits complete history be established?

e Doesworkplace procedure permit it to be retained?

This assessment should lead to a clear decision:
Retain Safely > or > Dispose Safely

Food should not be placed back into storage simply because nobody is sure what else
to do with it.



Separate Different Types of Leftovers

Not all leftover food carries the same level of risk.
Staff should distinguish between:
Food Remaining Under Controlled Kitchen Conditions

This may potentially be retained where workplace procedures permit and where its safe
history can be demonstrated.

Food That Has Entered the Service Environment

This may have been exposed to additional handling, temperature changes or
contamination and should be managed according to the organisation's specific
procedures.

Food From Residents' Plates

This should be treated as plate waste and should not be reused for another person.

Keeping these categories separate helps prevent inappropriate reuse.

Cooling Food That Is Being Retained

Where cooked food is permitted to be retained for later use, it should be cooled using
the organisation's approved procedure.

Depending on the food and workplace system, this may involve:

e Dividing food into smaller portions

¢ Using shallow containers

¢ Using appropriate rapid-cooling equipment
¢ Protecting food during cooling

¢ Monitoring cooling where required

¢ Transferring food into refrigeration promptly
e Completing required records

Large quantities of hot food should not simply be left at room temperature for extended
periods.



Safe Chilled Storage

Once appropriately cooled, retained food should be stored safely.
Staff should:

¢ Use suitable food-grade containers

¢ Cover or protect food appropriately

e Labelanddate it

e Maintain appropriate chilled temperatures
e Separate it from raw food

e Follow permitted storage periods

e Rotate stock correctly

e Avoid overcrowding refrigerators

Food should be positioned so that it can be identified and used safely, rather than
becoming an unidentified container at the back of a refrigerator.

Labelling & Dating

Clear labels help prevent uncertainty.
Depending on workplace procedures, labels may include:

¢ Name of the food

e Preparation or cooking date

e Cooling date where applicable

e Use-by ordiscard date

e Allergen or dietary information where required
e Otherinformation required by the organisation

If a container is found without adequate identification and its history cannot be reliably
established, staff should not create a new date based on a guess.

Reheating Retained Food

Before reheating retained food, staff should confirm that:

¢ Itwas cooled correctly

¢ Ithasremained appropriately refrigerated

e Itis within the permitted storage period

¢ Ithasremained protected from contamination
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e lItsidentity and history are known
¢ Ithas notalready been reheated contrary to procedure

Food Standards Agency guidance advises that food should generally be reheated only
once and should be steaming hot all the way through.

Required temperature checks and records should be completed accurately.

Never Mix Leftovers With Fresh Batches Without
Following Procedure

Adding an older batch to freshly prepared food can make it difficult to establish:

e When the food was originally prepared

e Howlongit has been stored

o Whether it has previously been reheated

¢ Which use-by or discard time applies

e Which temperature records relate to the food

Staff should follow the organisation's batch-management procedures rather than
combining food simply to avoid waste.

Disposing of Unsafe or Unsuitable Food

Food should be discarded when required by workplace food safety procedures.
Examples may include food that:

¢ Has exceeded its permitted storage period

¢ Has an unknown temperature history

e Has been contaminated

e Has deteriorated

¢ Has been returned from an individual's plate

¢ Has been subject to unsafe temperature control

e Cannot be reliably identified

¢ Has damaged or compromised packaging

¢ |s affected by a product recall or withdrawal

e Cannot be confirmed as suitable for a particular dietary or allergen requirement

Staff should not taste questionable food to decide whether it is safe.
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Handling Plate Waste

Plate waste should be removed hygienically and kept away from food that remains
suitable for consumption.

When clearing meals:

e Keep plate waste away from clean food-preparation areas
e Avoid contaminating clean utensils

e« Dispose of waste into the appropriate container

e Clean contaminated surfaces

e Handle crockery according to workplace procedures

¢ Wash hands appropriately after waste handling

Staff moving between clearing dirty dishes and handling ready-to-eat food need to
pay particular attention to hand hygiene and cross-contamination controls.

Food-Waste Containers

Waste containers can become significant sources of contamination if poorly managed.
Staff should:

e Use designated waste containers

¢ Avoid allowing bins to overflow

e Keep lids closed where appropriate

¢ Remove waste regularly

e Clean anddisinfect bins according to procedure
o Dealwith leaks and spillages promptly

o Keep waste away from food and clean equipment
¢ Wash hands after handling waste

Where bin liners are used, they should be changed according to workplace procedures.
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External Waste Areas

Food safety responsibilities also extend to external waste-storage areas.
These areas should be managed to minimise:

¢ Pest attraction

e Spillages

e Odours

e Leaking waste

e Accumulated rubbish

¢ Contamination being carried back into the kitchen

External bins should be maintained appropriately, and lids should be kept closed where
required.

Staff should report damaged containers or collection problems.

Waste & Pest Control

Poor waste management can provide pests with food, shelter and opportunities to
enter the premises.

Warning signs may include:

e Droppings
e Gnaw marks
e Insects

¢ Damaged food packaging
¢ Unusual smells

¢ Nesting material

e Pestsightings

Staff should report suspected pest activity promptly and follow the organisation's pest-
control procedure.

Food that may have been contaminated by pests should be isolated and assessed
appropriately.
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Food Waste, Allergens & Cleaning

Food waste may contain allergens, so spillages and residues should be managed
carefully.

For example, discarded food containing milk, egg, nuts, cereals containing gluten or
other allergens can contaminate surfaces, utensils or staff hands.

Cleaning procedures should therefore remove food residues effectively rather than
merely making the area look tidy.

Recording Food Waste

Some care catering operations may record food waste to help identify patterns.
Records can help highlight:

e Excessive portion sizes

e Unpopular menuitems

¢ Overproduction

e Ordering problems

¢ Recurring resident preferences
e Unnecessary preparation waste

This information can help reduce future waste while maintaining appropriate food-
safety standards.

Reducing Waste Safely

The best opportunities to reduce food waste generally occur before food becomes a
leftover.

Practical measures include:

e Accurate ordering

e Effective stock rotation

e Appropriate portion sizes

¢ Batch cooking where suitable

e Good menu planning

¢ Monitoring resident preferences

¢ Correctfood storage

¢ Usingingredients within appropriate dates
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e« Reviewingrecurring waste patterns

This supports both efficiency and food safety without encouraging unsafe reuse.

Good Practice Reminder

Do not decide whether to keep food based on its value or the amount remaining.
Decide according to its safety, history and the organisation's food safety
procedures.

Assess > Separate 2> Cool & Store Safely or Dispose > Clean > Record > Review

Problems, Corrective Action, Waste Controls & Staff
Responsibilities

Problems involving leftovers and food waste should be dealt with promptly. Staff may
encounter food with an unknown history, incorrect labelling, temperature-control
failures, contaminated leftovers, overflowing waste containers or signs of pest
activity.

The priority should always be to protect residents, staff and the wider food
environment.

When the safety of leftover food cannot be established, staff should stop and follow
the organisation's food safety procedures rather than guessing.

Recognising Problems With Leftover Food

Warning signs may include:

e Food with no label or date

¢ Food with an unknown preparation history

¢ Uncertainty about how long food has been stored
¢ Food left at room temperature for an unknown period
¢ Foodthat may have already been reheated

¢ Foodreturned from a resident's plate

e Food exposed during meal service

¢ Damaged or uncovered containers

e Evidence of cross-contamination

¢ Food beyond its permitted storage period

¢ Uncertainty about allergen information

¢ Food affected by equipment failure
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Finding a problem does not mean staff should try to make the food appear acceptable.
It means a food-safety decision is required.

Unknown Food in Refrigerators

An unidentified container in a refrigerator should never be given a new label or date
based on an assumption.

If staff cannot reliably establish:

¢ Whatthe foodis

¢ When itwas prepared

¢ Whenitwas cooled

¢ How it has been stored

¢ Whether it has already been reheated
¢ When it must be used or discarded

they should follow workplace procedures for dealing with food of uncertain history.

Good labelling prevents this situation from occurring in the first place.

Temperature-Control Failures

A refrigerator breakdown, prolonged service delay or other temperature-control
problem can affect whether leftovers remain suitable for use.

Staff should:

Identify potentially affected food.

Check available temperatures, times and records.
Keep affected food separate where appropriate.
Report the problem promptly.

Follow the organisation's corrective-action procedure.
Record the action taken where required.

o ohkwh =

Do not automatically assume that food is safe simply because it is later returned to the
correct storage temperature.
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Contaminated Leftovers

Food should not be retained if it has been contaminated or if contamination cannot be
ruled out according to workplace procedures.

Possible sources include:

¢ Rawfood

e Dirty utensils

¢ Unwashed hands

¢ Plate waste

e Cleaning chemicals

e Pests

¢ Waste containers

¢ Contaminated surfaces
e Allergen cross-contact
e Foreign objects

Reheating should not be treated as a universal way of making contaminated food safe.

Food Returned From a Resident's Plate

Once food has been served and eaten from, it should not be returned to general food
stock for reuse.

This includes food that may appear untouched.

The meal may have been exposed to contamination from:

e Hands
e Cutlery
e Saliva

e Otherfoods
¢ Medication
e The surrounding environment

Plate waste should therefore be disposed of according to workplace procedures.
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When Waste Containers Become a Problem

Food-waste bins require attention before they become overflowing or unhygienic.
Problems may include:

e Overflowing containers

e Damaged lids

e Tornliners

e Leakingliquids

e Food residues around the bin

e Persistent odours

e Waste being stored too close to food
e Dirty handles or surrounding surfaces
¢ Infrequent waste removal

¢ Evidence of pests

Staff should deal with these issues promptly rather than waiting until the end of the
working day.

Waste Spillages

Food-waste spillages should be cleaned promptly.
Staff should:

¢ Prevent people from walking through the affected area

¢ Remove waste safely

e Clean and disinfect as appropriate

¢ Use suitable cleaning equipment

¢ Follow procedures for any allergen contamination

¢ Dispose of contaminated cleaning materials appropriately
¢ Wash hands after handling waste

¢ Reportsignificantincidents where required

Where a spillage creates a slip hazard, the area should also be managed to protect
staff, residents and visitors.
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Pest Activity

Food waste can attract rodents, flies, cockroaches and other pests.

Possible warning signs include:

e Droppings
e Gnaw marks
e Insects

o Pestsightings

e Damaged packaging

¢ Nesting materials

e Unusual marks or tracks

e Persistent unexplained odours

Suspected pest activity should be reported immediately according to workplace
procedures.

Staff should notignore evidence because only a single pest has been seen.

Food that may have been contaminated should be isolated and managed appropriately.

External Waste Problems

External waste areas can affect kitchen hygiene if they are poorly controlled.
Problems may include:

e Overflowing bins

e Binlidsleftopen

¢ Damaged containers

¢ Waste accumulating around bins
e Leaking bags

e Pestactivity

¢ Delayed waste collections

Staff should report these problems so corrective action can be taken.

External waste areas should not become a source of contamination that is carried back
into the kitchen on footwear, hands, equipment or waste containers.
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Allergen Contamination From Waste

Food waste may contain allergens and should therefore be treated as a potential
source of allergen cross-contact.

If allergenic food is spilled onto a food-preparation surface, simply removing the visible
pieces may not be sufficient.

The area should be cleaned according to the organisation's allergen and cleaning
procedures before food preparation resumes.

Food Recalls & Withdrawals

Occasionally, food may need to be removed from use because of a supplier or
regulatory product recall or withdrawal.

Where this occurs, staff should follow the instructions provided by the organisation,
which may include:

o Identifying affected products

e Checking batch or date information

¢ Removing products from use

o Keeping affected products separate

e Clearlyidentifying food that must not be used
e Followinginstructions for return or disposal

¢ Maintaining required records

Recalled food should not accidentally return to usable stock.

Corrective Action

When a leftover or waste-management problem is identified, a useful approach is:
1. Stop

Do not use food when its safety is uncertain.

2. Separate

Keep questionable food away from food known to be safe.

3. Check
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Review labels, dates, temperatures, records and other available information.
4. Report

Inform the chef, catering manager, supervisor or other responsible person.
5. Correct

Follow the organisation's procedure for retention, disposal, cleaning or other corrective
action.

6. Record
Document the problem and action taken where required.

Stop > Separate > Check 2> Report = Correct > Record

Accurate Records

Depending on the organisation's procedures, records may cover:

e Cooling and storage

o Temperature-control failures

e Fooddiscarded

e Corrective actions

e Equipment breakdowns

e Pestincidents

e Productrecalls

o Significant food-waste patterns

Records should always reflect what actually happened.

Staff should never alter a temperature, date or other record to make food appear
suitable for use.

Staff Responsibilities
Catering staff should:

e Assess leftovers promptly

¢ Follow approved cooling and storage procedures
e Labeland date retained food correctly

¢ Maintain appropriate temperature controls
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e Keep plate waste separate from usable food

¢ Never reuse food returned from a resident's plate
¢ Follow reheating procedures

e Dispose of unsuitable food appropriately

¢ Keep waste areas clean

e Empty waste containers regularly

¢ Wash hands after handling waste

e Report pest activity

e Report equipment problems

¢ Complete required records accurately

e Take corrective action when food safety cannot be confirmed

Managers & Supervisors

Managers and supervisors should ensure that:

¢ Clear leftover procedures are established

e Staff understand which food may or may not be retained
e Cooling and storage controls are effective

e Foodis labelled consistently

o Waste containers and storage areas are suitable

¢ Waste collections are adequate

o Pest-control arrangements are effective

¢ Food-waste patterns are reviewed where appropriate

e Corrective actions are understood

o Staff receive appropriate training and instruction

Repeated excessive waste should be investigated, but waste-reduction targets
should never encourage unsafe food reuse.

Learning From Food Waste

Food waste can also provide useful information.

Repeated waste of a particular dish or consistently large quantities of plate waste may
indicate a need to review:

e Portion sizes

¢ Menuchoices

¢ Resident preferences
¢ Ordering quantities

e Production levels

¢ Meal quality
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e Timing of meals

Reducing unnecessary waste through better planning is preferable to trying to save food
after its safety has become uncertain.

Good Practice Reminder

When deciding whether food can be retained, safety and traceability come first. If
its history cannot be established, do not create a history by guessing.

Assess > Check > Retain Safely or Dispose > Clean > Record > Review

Summary, Leftovers & Food Waste Checklist & Further
Information

Safe management of leftovers and food waste is an important part of food safety in care
catering. Staff need to make appropriate decisions about which food may safely be
retained, which food must be discarded and how waste should be handled without
creating contamination, hygiene or pest risks.

Food should never be retained simply to avoid waste. Decisions should be based on the
food's temperature history, storage, handling, exposure to contamination, labelling
and the organisation's food safety procedures.

A simple approach is:

Assess > Check History > Retain Safely or Dispose 2 Clean > Record > Review

Practical Leftovers & Food Waste Checklist

When managing leftovers and food waste, consider:

1 Has remaining food been assessed promptly after service?
[ Can the complete history of the food be established?

1 Has appropriate temperature control been maintained?

1 Has the food remained protected from contamination?

1 Has the food already been reheated?
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1 Does workplace procedure permit the food to be retained?

U If retained, can the food be cooled safely?

1 Has retained food been correctly covered or contained?

I Has it been clearly labelled and dated?

L lIs it being stored at the appropriate chilled temperature?

(I Is it within the organisation's permitted storage period?

1 Has food returned from residents' plates been treated as plate waste?
[1Has food from service areas been managed according to workplace procedures?
1 Are leftovers kept separate from plate waste?

1 Are required temperature and corrective-action records accurate?

[1Are waste containers suitable and emptied regularly?

1 Are waste bins and surrounding areas being kept clean?

1 Are spillages being dealt with promptly?

1 Are external waste areas appropriately maintained?

1 Have signs of pest activity been reported?

1 Are allergen-containing food residues being managed appropriately?

1 Are food recalls and withdrawals being followed correctly?

[ Are recurring food-waste patterns being reviewed?

I If food safety cannot be established, has the food been withheld from use?
Remember

Reducing unnecessary food waste is good practice, but food-safety controls must
never be weakened simply to avoid throwing food away.

The most effective approach is to prevent unnecessary waste through good ordering,
storage, menu planning, portion control and production planning.
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Further Information

For further professional guidance, staff and organisations can refer to:
Food Standards Agency - Safer Food, Better Business

Practical food-safety management guidance covering cooking, chilling, cross-
contamination, cleaning and management procedures.

Food Standards Agency — Safer Food, Better Business

Food Standards Agency - Chilling

Official guidance on chilled food storage and cooling food safely.

Food Standards Agency — Chilling

Food Standards Agency - Cooking Your Food

Official guidance covering safe cooking and reheating practices.

Food Standards Agency — Cooking Your Food

Food Standards Agency - Food Recalls & Allergy Alerts
Information about current food recalls, withdrawals and allergy alerts.

Food Standards Agency — Food Recalls & Allergy Alerts

Continue Your Learning with
FlexiLearnHub

FlexiLearnHub Knowledge Hub

Explore our growing collection of free professional resources for care, catering and
hospitality professionals.

FlexiLearnHub Knowledge Hub
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Professional Online Courses

Continue your professional development with FlexiLearnHub's range of professional
online training courses.

Explore FlexiLearnHub Courses

Related Knowledge Hub Resources
e Resource 025 - Cleaning and Disinfection
e Resource 032 - Preventing Cross-Contamination in Care Catering
e Resource 071 - Food Temperature Control in Care Catering
e Resource 072 - Safe Food Storage in Care Catering
¢ Resource 074 - Preventing Foodborne Illness in Care Catering
¢ Resource 075 - Kitchen Cleaning & Disinfection in Care Catering
e Resource 077 - Safe Cooling & Reheating of Food in Care Catering
e Resource 078 - Safe Hot Holding & Meal Service in Care Catering
Related FlexiLearnHub Courses

e Food Safety & Hygiene Level 2
e HACCP Training

Copy Right & Disclaimer
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FlexiLearnHub - Supporting safer practice through practical professional learning.
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