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Enter the Circular Economy:  

from food waste to energy

The next frontier in hospitality

We are living in uncertain times; inflationary pressures are 

threatening to undermine the post-pandemic recovery and a 

return to the Goldilocks economy by sparking a cost-of-living 

crisis among households and squeezing the profit-margins of 

the corporate sector, while the geopolitical tensions that have 

flared up in the East are about to unsettle the political order 

of the post-Cold War era. If that was not enough, economies 

are coming under increasing pressure to transform to avert 

the more dire predictions of climate scientists.

Businesses and investors alike will have to accept to this 

new reality. However, not only will they have to learn to 

live with it and adapt accordingly, but they will need to be 

proactive agents that effect the required system-wide change 

if they intend to position themselves in a strong competitive 

position in the emergent ‘green’ economy. This will not be an 

optional, though, at least not for very long, but increasingly an 

imperative as consumers, lenders, investors, regulators and 

other stakeholders will want to see signs of such a pro-active 

engagement as the predominant shareholder value paradigm 

is increasingly being replaced by a stakeholder paradigm. 

That said, these changes – be they of a socio-economic, 

technological, or regulatory nature – should not be perceived 

as a threat, or burdensome bureaucratic ‘box-ticking’ exercise, 

but rather as an opportunity to create and capture actual 

economic value, while benefitting local communities, the 

environment and the nation as a whole.

The opportunities for economic growth will be there, but 

only for those perceptive and willing enough to challenge 

established practices and modes of thinking, to formulate a 

unique and compelling vision, and to take the necessary action 

to impose it on to the market, overturning in the process the 

status quo while capturing the economic value.

Britain is well-placed to capture the economic benefits 

emanating from this emerging opportunity set. After all, it 

is home to some of the world’s leading research institutions 

and business networks in that space. It is also Europe’s 

leading startup hub and continues to be a preeminent global 

financial centre, which attracts major financial institutions 

and investors from all around the world. At the same time, 

the nation has every incentive to be one of the leaders of 

the ‘green’ industrial revolution in this post-Brexit era, as it 

offers both a compelling vision for the country’s future and 

economic identity as well as urgently required economic 

growth opportunities. Nonetheless, the realisation and 

eventual success of this vision will ultimately depend upon 

the leadership and action of the individual economic actors.

This article will sketch out such an opportunity to take 

a leadership role, capture economic value, benefit local 

communities, while helping the nation to reach some of its 

critical targets, for the UK hotel sector.

As previously emphasised, this new era requires new 

modes of thinking. Making defensible choices among self-

evident options will no longer be sufficient, neither will be 

a myopic company - or even industry focus. Solutions and 

opportunities will have to be sought for the innovative 

design of new options and new networks that span different 

industries, giving rise to new types of collaborations and 

new business models, often enabled and facilitated by new 

technologies.

Let’s begin by briefly considering two of the key issues 

affecting the hotel sector, as well as the community at large: 

food waste and energy.
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Food waste

Food waste constitutes a serious social, environmental and 

economic issue, particularly at a time of escalating food 

and energy prices. In the UK alone, an estimated 15 million 

tonnes (Mt) of food waste are produced each year (WRAP, 

2013)i. The economic loss associated with this waste and 

wastage was estimated to be about 28.6 billion USD in 2013 

(FAO, 2013)ii, a figure that is likely to be significantly higher 

now. Add to that the enormous environmental footprint of 

food waste (e.g. 8% of total anthropogenic greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions; FAO, 2015)iii, particularly if it ends up in the 

landfill, where the decomposition process leads to the release 

of significant amounts of methane – a GHG 21 times more 

harmful to the climate than carbon dioxide (CO2) (Iacovidou 

et al. 2013; Stuart, 2009)iv v – and it becomes patently clear, 

why superior end-of-life solutions are required.

When it comes to effective food waste management, the 

UK compares poorly to other European countries, such as 

Italy, where currently over 80% of all food waste is collected 

and processed; in the UK the corresponding figure is less 

than 20%, with 7 Mt of food waste ending up in the landfill. 

Apart from the environmental costs (see above), this (mis)

management of food waste also misses a major economic 

opportunity to capitalise on the residual value of this 

resource. After all, as shall be discussed below, it constitutes 

an ideal feedstock for the biogas industry.

The key obstacle to a more effective food waste management 

system in the UK and the development of alternative end-

of-life solutions include the lack of an appropriate legislative 

framework and of an appropriate collection infrastructure. 

New legislation that mandates the separate collection of 

household waste in 2023 has been passed, and it will be up 

to the local authorities to implement it and to provide the 

necessary collection infrastructure. That said, the collection 

of food waste is usually more challenging in urban areas with 

high-rise buildings. Hotels could take a leadership role here 

and optimise the collection of food waste. The incentives 

for doing so will be spelled out below, which leads us to our 

second point of interest: energy.

Energy

Skyrocketing energy prices have been haunting the world’s 

economies for quite some time now. Business electricity rates 

are currently at record levels due to the global energy crisis, 

and it does not seem likely that it will subside anytime soon.  

In addition, the current geopolitical situation in the Ukraine 

has clearly demonstrated the world’s dependence on fossil 

fuels. In spite of all the recent advances in the renewable 

energy space, 84% of the world’s energy use is still fossil-

based. And, as our societies’ total energy consumption 

continues to grow unabatedly, the absolute consumption of 

those fossil fuels will in - and not decreasevi. 

The above give rise to a whole range of issues – also for the 

hotel sector – such as energy affordability, supply chain 

security and the carbon footprint of a country’s (or sector’s) 

energy consumption. The realisation of grand visions, such 

as the electrification of the mobility sector, will ultimately 

also depend on the resolution of those issues. Solar and wind 

will be part of the solution. But both depend upon factors 

that are significantly affected by the climate, i.e. sunshine 

and wind. Energy resilience is thus not provided for. Nuclear 

energy, the other proposed alternative, is expensive, risky 

and requires a long time to be realised. 

There exists, however, another sustainable, affordable, 

reliable and well-tested energy solution that could be of 

particular interest to the hotel industry, particularly when 

combined with the food waste situation discussed above: 

biogas.
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Biogas

The biogas sector has been in the making for some time now 

in the UK. There are currently an estimated 675 Anaerobic 

Digestion (AD) plants in the UK. The majority supply biogas 

to Combined Heat and Power (CHPs) plants that generate 

electricity for grid export and heat. A minority of plants, 

approximately 100, inject the biogas directly into the gas grid. 

AD is a globally well-established technology and biogas a 

perfect, climate-friendly, substitute for conventional natural 

gas. It could thus play a significant role in decarbonising the 

UK energy supply while increasing the country’s energy 

resilience. The private sector has also come to realise the 

potential of biogas. For instance, Unilever’s factories in 

Trafford Park and Cork, as well as its offices in Surrey and 

London, are powered by a combination of renewable energy 

from the grid and biogas, which is generated through AD from 

food waste and sewage.

The biogas sector has been haunted by two major problems, 

though: a) a dependence on tariffs, and b) a lack of sufficient 

volumes of cheap feedstock. First, the growth of the biogas 

industry in the UK has historically strongly correlated with 

the level of tariff support by the government, and so has 

private investment in the sector. The nature of AD plants as 

well as a lack of scale have made an exploitation of economies 

of scale difficult. The key obstacle to the lift-off of the biogas 

industry in the UK is, however, a reliable supply of sufficient 

volumes of cheap organic feedstock. The economies of a 

biogas plant, as well as sustainability criteria also demand that 

feedstock is sourced locally. 

Food waste would be an ideal candidate to unlock the 

potential of the biogas sector. In fact, AD technology works 

most efficiently and sustainably with food waste. A number 

of highly-efficient AD plants already exist in the UK. What 

has been stalling growth, though, was the limited availability 

of waste volumes. An effective implementation of the new 

food waste collection regime by Local Authorities and a 

cooperation with the private sector could overcome this 

problem and provide the required volumes of waste.

The role of the hotel industry could be the following: 1) 

optimise the collection of food waste; 2) enter long-term 

supply contracts with AD plants (food waste vs. energy); and 

3) take a leadership role in local communities to promote the 

effective collection of food waste and its treatment in AD 

plants.

In other words, the hotel industry can help the UK biogas 

industry to grow by promoting the supply of the urgently 

required feedstock, while at the same time providing it 

with a reliable stream of income through long-term power 

purchase agreements (PPAs) that will help to attract 

private investment that will be needed to scale the plants 

and the industry so that they reach the necessary size to 

be economically self-sufficient. The hotel industry might 

decide to team up with other players in the hospitality sector, 

or companies such as Unilever and Starbucks, to achieve 

common goals in the renewable energy space, while opening 

up future opportunities for collaboration in other aspects of 

their businesses. After all, the circular economy is all about 

cross-industry collaboration and the development of new 

business models.

The more immediate benefits for the hotel industry include 

the following: 1) a sustainable solution for its food waste; 2) 

a decarbonisation of its energy supply; 3) reduced energy 

costs; 4) potentially more tailored energy solutions if the 

hotel sector has a more active role in designing its energy 

supply; 5) a higher ESG score; and 6) more visibility in the 

local community.
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What’s in it for you?

• Higher ESG scores, which increasingly impact a sector’s 

ability to raise capital at low costs;

• Value capture from your food waste;

• Lower energy costs;

• Greater energy security (volume, price);

• Leadership role in local communities; and

• Active role in helping post-Brexit Britain attain its 

ambitious waste management, energy and climate 

targets.

Next steps:

1. Re-frame by looking at the management of food 

procurement, preparation, use and its end-of-life 

treatment holistically.

2. Optimise your food waste management by designing 

and implementing more efficient food waste collection 

systems (startups in the circular economy space might be 

able to provide innovative, low-cost solutions).

3. Take charge of the end-of-life fate of your food waste, 

i.e. food banks (where feasible) and energy production 

instead of the landfill.

4. Capture the value of your food waste by promoting the 

development of a secondary value chain, i.e. food to 

energy.

5. Team up with players in the biogas sector to develop 

long-term waste management and energy-supply 

solutions, i.e. you deliver the food waste, the biogas plant 

provides you with heat and/or electricity.

6. Take a leadership role in promoting more efficient 

food waste management collection in your respective 

communities more generally, to ensure that the local 

biogas plants are supplied with sufficient feedstock to 

scale up to an economically self-sufficient level to create 

a self-sustaining value-chain.

7. Be a pioneering creator of both shareholder and 
stakeholder value by optimising your food waste 

management, cutting your energy costs, reducing your 

carbon footprint, helping your local communities and the 

nation to reach their ambitious food waste collection, 

renewable energy and climate targets, while boosting 

your ESG score in the process.

Ince Corporate Finance Limited, June 2022
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Get in touch

At Ince Corporate Finance, we would be delighted to be your 
trusted partners on the journey towards the realisation of 
that vision. For any queries, please get in touch today:

Author:

 
Ince Corporate Finance Limited is part of the Ince Group which 
provides legal, consulting and corporate finance services. 
 
The information above does not constitute as legal or professional 
advice. You should not take action or omit to take action based on 
this information.  
 
If you require any help on the issues raised above, please get in 
touch using the details above.
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