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Guideline: Sustainable Catering 
Updated version of 2026, based on the version of 2017 

Background 
Food production is responsible for 21–37 percent of global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions [1]. Different die-
tary habits affect the environment to varying degrees, as the diagram below shows for GHG emissions.  

 

 
Own graph, based on [2]. Average 2020: Swiss eating habits in 2020; very high consumption of meat: 2 kg per week; very high consumption of milk 
and eggs, high consumption of meat: 10 eggs and 1.5 kg of meat per week, 4 servings of dairy products and 35 g of whey protein per day [2]. 

Also for catering, a careful choice of products can reduce the environmental impact. The most important crite-
ria are described in this guideline. Those marked with a * are also relevant for small, internal meetings, where 
primarily coffee and biscuits are consumed. 

Criteria for sustainable catering 
We propose the following criteria to help choose a sustainable catering. The more criteria fulfilled, the more 
sustainable the catering. 
 
— Vegan/vegetarian: Vegan food excludes all animal-based ingredients (e.g. meat, fish, cheese, milk, eggs).  A 

vegetarian diet includes for instance cheese, milk, and eggs. Avoiding animal farming and feed production 
for meat or dairy production reduces the water resources used and the greenhouse gas emissions consider-
ably [3, 4]. Avoiding fish helps to combat overfishing, contributes – dependent on the fish species and the 
form of fishing – to avoiding damage to the seabed [5], and may prevent the destruction of natural habitats 
by fish farms [6]. 

— Seasonal: This particularly applies to fruit and vegetables and compared to non-seasonal products leads to 
a reduction of the environmental impact as it does not require highly energy-intensive cultivation in green-
houses or deep-freezing [7]. So called season calendars for fruit and vegetables offer good advice for select-
ing seasonal fruits or vegetables. 

— Regional*: This decreases transport related emissions for comparable non-regional products [8]. 
— Organic farming*: Organic farming avoids the use of pesticides and chemical fertilisers [7]. There are vari-

ous labels for organic food – several websites provide an overview and classify the labels. 
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— Fair-trade*: Fair-trade reflects fair working conditions, stable wages and minimum prices for many prod-
ucts [9]. 

— Tap water instead of mineral water*: This leads to a major reduction of the environmental impact. The 
CO2 emissions associated with mineral water in a glass or PET bottle throughout the entire product lifecycle 
are much higher than those of the same amount of tap water [10]. 

— Reusable tableware*: The environmental impact of reusable products is over the whole product life cycle 
usually much lower than that of disposable ones [11]. If reusable tableware is not an option, paper is prefer-
able over plastic tableware. 

— Waste: Reducing the amount of packaging curbs environmental pollution. 
— Labelling: Labelling the products and ingredients is extremely important for people with allergies. How-

ever, this should not generate additional packaging waste. 
— Social commitment of suppliers: This includes amongst others the integration of people in the job market 

for whom it is otherwise harder to find employment. 
 

If the catering provided is not completely vegan or vegetarian, the following criteria are also important: 
—  Species-appropriate farming: This boosts animal welfare. Eggs should come from free-range hens. There 

are various animal welfare labels – several websites provide an overview of these labels and classify them.  
— Avoiding endangered fish species; fish from sustainable farming: This helps to combat overfishing. In 

2021, 38 percent of fish stocks in the world's oceans were overfished, 51 percent were already being fished 
to the maximum within sustainable levels, and only 12 percent could still be fished more and nevertheless 
stay within sustainable levels [12]. Various guides exist that show which fish species are endangered. 

Food waste: Avoiding left over food and drink 
Besides heeding procurement criteria, avoiding food waste is very important. Realistically estimating the 
number of people and their eating habits can minimize leftovers. As opened food packages and drink bottles 
do not keep as long as closed ones, new packages and bottles should only be opened if they are expected to 
be consumed. 
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