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A s breweries churn out beer 
to satisfy the world’s 200bn 
litres-a-year drinking 
habit, they also produce 
mountains of “spent grain” 

— the remains of barley, after its starch 
is extracted for brewing.

This spent grain has long been 
regarded as low value and sold as cattle 
feed, or discarded. But the world’s larg-
est brewer, Anheuser-Busch InBev, is 
taking a new approach.

Extracts from AB InBev’s spent grain, 
now dubbed “saved grain”, are making 
their way into food products made by 
global groups such as Nestlé and Nomad 
Foods. Two plants, including a $200m 
facility in St Louis, Missouri, and 
another in Belgium, are under construc-
tion to process the byproduct into pro-
tein and fibre for use as ingredients.

It is the latest example of food “up -

cycling”, in which waste and byproducts 
are transformed into new food ingredi-
ents, helping to diminish the food indus-
try’s environmental impact.

“Barley is a very rich grain for food — 
but, for 600 years, we only used it for 
beer,” says Michel Doukeris, chief exec-
utive of AB InBev. “Now, we can find a 
way to really use the grain.” 

As companies seek to fulfil ambitious 
climate goals set out after the 2015 Paris 
agreement, food upcycling has become 
a priority for manufacturers. Amid 
growing awareness that food waste 
makes a significant contribution to glo-
bal emissions — estimates range bet -
ween 6 per cent and 10 per cent — upcy-
cling is something to boast about.

Jonathan Deutsch, professor of food 
and hospitality management at Drexel 
University in Philadelphia, says: “In 
many ways, it’s an age-old phenomenon 

that’s been around as long as people 
have been cooking: saving vegetable 
and meat or fish scraps for stock, 
putting fat and odd cuts of meat into 
sausages, curing fish on sake lees [solids 
left over from sake production] . . . For 
many years, the food industry has liter-
ally been obscuring how the sausage is 
made, for fear that showing how food 
that would otherwise be wasted is upcy-
cled into food products might turn off 
consumers — or encourage them to seek 
discounts.”

Today, the reverse is the case. In 2019, 
Turner Wyatt, a social entrepreneur 
from Colorado, US, founded the Upcy-
cled Food Association and began work-
ing on third-party certification for foods 
with upcycled ingredients, enabling 
them to add a special logo to their pack-
aging. Certified foods must demonstrate 
environmental benefits. 

Leftovers form 
key ingredient 
in food system 
climate plans
Byproducts are integrated into the human diet to 
mitigate the sector’s impact, writes Judith Evans
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Since then, the association has certi-
fied 140 products, including EverGrain 
— from AB InBev’s spent grain project — 
along with products ranging from cans 
of chopped green-bean offcuts, that are 
not usually included, to drinks made 
from avocado seeds. 

It expects far more: the certified prod-
ucts are “just a fraction of the industry 
as it stands today,” says Wyatt.

AB InBev’s new grain products count 
as upcycled because they enter the 
human food chain directly, and because 
they help to cut greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Byproducts from their manufac-
ture are used in a meat-free pot pie 
made by Birds Eye, part of Nomad, and 
in protein powders made by Nestlé’s 
Garden of Life brand.

The company has been reassessing 
spent grain, of which brewers globally 
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Growing up in 1970s Britain, I would 
gaze in awe at my great aunt Ruth 
Tett’s kitchen cupboards. After living 
through two world wars and a global 
economic depression, she was addicted 
to hoarding and recycling almost 
anything she possessed.

No old paper bags, bits of string, 
ribbon and wood, nails or pieces of 
cloth were ever thrown away if they 
could be repurposed in some form — 
as clothes, fencing, or anything else.

As a teenager, I described this as 
“being old fashioned.” Today, I would 
say: “embracing the circular 
economy”. The instincts that my great 
aunt upheld as a result of deprivations 
are coming back into vogue.

That is partly because a new wave of 
environmental activists and 
sustainability champions are 
promoting “circular economy” goals — 
or consumption based on the reuse of 
products, byproducts and waste, 
rather than a never-ending cycle of 
resource exploitation. 

The phrase “circular economy” is 
also being tossed around in the 
environmental, social and governance 
movement, with ESG investors 
pressing big companies to show how 
they uphold this mantra, too. 

The ideas represented in those 1970s 
kitchen cupboards, in other words, are 
creeping into the corporate 
boardroom.

Consider the “right to repair” 
movement. A decade ago, it was taken 
for granted in Silicon Valley that 
consumers would always embrace the 
most up-to-date versions of digital 
devices. They would buy upgraded 
gadgets when their current ones 
malfunctioned or wore out.

This upgrade culture was so 
ingrained in western consumer society 
that tech companies tended to design 
products on the assumption that they 
would quickly become obsolete. They 
used overt and covert strategies to 
prompt consumers to keep churning 
their devices. In 2020, for instance, 
Apple agreed to pay $500mn to settle 
claims that it deliberately slowed 

down some iPhones as they got older.
No longer. These days, the cost of 

this upgrade mentality is becoming 
clear: Global E-waste Statistics 
Partnership, which measures electric 
and electronic waste, estimates that 
some 53.6mn tonnes of products were 
discarded in 2019, or 21 per cent more 
than five years earlier. Less than 20 
per cent of this e-waste was officially 
recorded as recycled.

But, now, a host of initiatives is 
under way to try to change consumer 
and corporate behaviour. University 
College London’s Big Repair Project is 

a case in point. It has been carrying 
out surveys of the British public about 
their attitude towards their consumer 
electronics. As its website explains, the 
aim of the project is to “understand 
the factors affecting household 
maintenance and repair (carried out 
yourself or using professional services) 
of home appliances and electronics 
across the UK”.

The group recently met tech 
“manufacturers, the repair 
community, industry bodies and other 

stakeholders” to develop proposals for 
“right to repair” legislation in the UK. 
This would give consumers the ability 
to force companies to back efforts to 
reuse old electronic devices. 

Separately, ESG activists have filed 
shareholder proposals at the annual 
meetings of big tech groups, seeking to 
force them to change their strategies. 

Last year, non-profit As You Sow 
unveiled a petition at Microsoft’s AGM 
that called for its devices to be made 
more easily repairable. 
“Microsoft . . . facilitates premature 
landfilling of its devices by restricting 
consumer access to device 
reparability,” Kelly McBee, waste 
programme co-ordinator at As You 
Sow, told the Financial Times.

The move marked the first such 
shareholder proposal in the US. And, 
while tech leaders initially dismissed 
these ideas, Apple’s management 
performed a U-turn late last year to 
launch a self-service repair scheme 
that would allow customers to buy 
Apple-made components to replace 
worn out or broken parts.

Microsoft has made similar moves 
and other tech giants are likely to do 
the same — not least because the 
Biden administration said last year 
that it wanted the Federal Trade 
Commission, the competition 
watchdog, to look at anti-competitive 
restrictions on repair markets. Around 
half of US states are contemplating 
local legislation in this direction, too.

Of course, it remains to be seen how 
many consumers will fall in with the 
upgrade culture. After all, fixing an old 
iPhone or digital watch is no simple 
matter, even when parts are available.

However, environmental activists 
hope these measures will encourage 
more independent repair providers to 
emerge. And, if nothing else, the 
about-turn by Apple illustrates two 
important points. 

The first is the degree to which big 
companies are responsive to ESG 
investor demands — particularly when 
coupled with regulatory reforms. 

The second noteworthy lesson is 
how consumer expectations are 
changing. Generation X (like me) grew 
up revering the endless upgrades 
culture; today’s millennial and 
younger generations are leaping back 
into the future. 

If my great aunt were still alive, she 
might chuckle; the rest of us should 
cheer.

‘Right to repair’ campaign is 
forcing a rethink by Big Tech
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undergoes mending for prolonged life


