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When I was a child, my grandmother used to cut up used sheets of paper and use the blank sides for a note pad. My
husband’s mother can’t throw away food without wincing and blowing it a kiss. Their actions used to seem old
fashioned to me—but in a world that is far overusing its resources, I have started to see the wisdom embedded in
these kinds of habits.
Some people trace our grandparents’ tendency to conserve back to the Depression era, but this mindset actually has
deep roots in the values of Jewish tradition.
In Parashat Shoftim, the Torah introduces the principle of bal tashchit, do not destroy. While this mitzvah is initially
raised in the narrow context of not destroying fruit trees while laying siege to an enemy city, it has a much broader
significance in Jewish tradition.
Based on this text, our sages derived the mitzvah not to waste. As the Talmudic sage Rabbi Ishmael taught: If the
Torah warns us not to destroy fruit trees, then we should be even more careful about not destroying the fruit itself.2
This applies to all food that is fit to be eaten, not only the fruit of trees.3 In other Jewish sources, bal tashchit is also
extended to include prohibitions against needlessly destroying just about anything, including wasting energy,4
tearing clothes, squandering water and many other acts.5
While there are limitations to what is considered “needless” destruction, the Jewish sages reveal a high degree of
sensitivity when it comes to waste. According to the 13th-century legal code, Sefer Ha-Hinukh, righteous Jews “do
not allow the loss of even a grain of mustard, being distressed at the sight of any loss or destruction. If they can help
it, they prevent any destruction with all the means at their disposal.”6
In contrast to the sensitivity to waste expressed in Jewish sources, today we live in a very wasteful society. Many
products, from bottles to shoes and even small electronics, are created to last short periods of time and soon end up
in the trash. This wastefulness results in many negative consequences for us in the United States and for people
around the world.
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One particularly troubling modern day example of “needless destruction” is the waste of edible food. Worldwide,
approximately a third of food produced for humans to eat is lost or wasted, about 1.3 billion tons each year.7 In
2010, 133 billion pounds, or about 30 percent of food available for human consumption in the United States, never
made it into people’s stomachs.8 Wasted food comprises about two percent of annual energy consumption in the
United States,9 and in general represents a waste of the resources used to produce the food, such as land, energy and
water.
In many developing countries, food security is a major concern, and food losses have an impact on food security for
poor people worldwide. To meet the future demands of our growing global population, we must increase food
production, but we also must reduce waste.10
Reducing food waste is one area in which almost everyone can make a difference. We can be mindful about how
much food we buy and finish the food that we prepare. Reducing our food waste helps reduce negative
environmental impact at home and around the world.
This year, the Jewish environmental organizations Canfei Nesharim and Jewcology have organized a Year of Jewish
Action on the Environment, which aims to help individuals and communities take action to reduce their energy use
and food waste. Visit www.jewcology.com/action to sign up. Every two weeks, you will learn about a new action
that you can take to reduce food waste and save energy.
As the high holidays approach, may our time of teshuvah (repentance) include a heightened appreciation of the
bounty that surrounds us, and the Jewish values which teach us to preserve our precious resources. By taking action
to reduce our own waste, we will ensure that our planet is healthy—and able to sustain us all.
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