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Improving the understanding of "best before" and "use by" dates in 
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The total amount of food waste in EU 27 is about 90 million tonnes per 

year or 180 kg per capita per year. Agricultural food waste and fish 

discards are not included in this study.
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Food is wasted at all stages of the food chain and it occurs for various 

reasons, predominantly sector specific. Efforts to reduce food waste should 

focus on all the levels of the food supply chain and targeting in particular the 

different causes per sector.  

 

The Commission decided to address food waste in the context of: (1) The 

EU 2020 Resource Efficiency Flagship
2
 where the need to maximise the 

efficient use of scarce natural resources has been stressed and the 

subsequent Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe
3
 announcing that the 

Commission will further assess how best to limit food waste throughout the 

food supply chain; (2) The EU Parliament report on food waste
4
 demanding 

the Commission to take practical measures towards halving food waste by 

2025; (3) The Commission's Communication on "Sustainable food" foreseen 

for November 2013 where food waste will be a key issue.  

 

The Commission is in the process of defining the most appropriate 

actions at EU level to complement the actions carried out at national and 

local level. The Commission is therefore consulting stakeholders on how to 

minimise food waste without compromising food safety; and will also 

consult Member States and experts.  

 

Misinterpretation or confusion over date labels has been identified as an 

important cause for the generation of food waste at household level. In order 

to address this particular aspect the Commission proposed the following 

actions:  

 

(1) Clarification sheet on "best before" and "use by" dates translated 

in all EU languages to be put on SANCO website, and to be 

distributed to Member States, to BEUC, Euro-commerce and other 

consumers and retailers organisations; 
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Question 1:  do you agree with the draft ? 

 

(2) Exploring the possibility to extend the list of food products that 

do not require a date of minimum durability as foreseen in Annex 

X 1 (d) of Regulation (EU) N° 1169/2011.  

Question: Do you think that this would be useful and if so what food 

products would you propose to add to this list?  

 

*** 

Understanding the meaning of  
"Use By" and "Best Before" dates  

on food packaging 
to prevent food waste and to save money 

"Use By" indicates the date until when the food can be eaten safely - after this 

date the food is no longer safe to eat. Use by dates appear on foods that go off 
quickly, such as smoked fish, meat products and ready-prepared salads. 

 Don't use any food after the end of the "use by" date on the label, even if it looks and 
smells fine. Using it after this date could put your health at risk. 

 Follow storage instructions such as "keep in a refrigerator"; if not the food will spoil 
more quickly and you may risk food poisoning.  

 If you are not planning to eat a certain item with a short "use by" date, look for one with 
a longer "use by" date or just plan to buy it on the day you require.  

 If a food can be frozen its life can be extended beyond the "use by" date. But make 
sure you follow any instructions on the pack, such as "freeze up to the use by date", 
"cook from frozen" or "defrost thoroughly before use and use within 24 hours".  

 Once a food with a "use by" date on it has been opened, follow any instructions such 
as "eat within three days of opening".  

"Best before" indicates the date until when the product retains its expected 

quality. Food is still safe to consume after the indicated "best before" day on the 
condition that storage instructions are respected and packaging is not damaged, but it 
might begin to lose its flavor and texture. "Best before" dates appear on a wide range of 
frozen, dried, tinned and other foods.  

 Check if the packaging is intact, and if the food smells and tastes good before 
throwing away food past its "best before’" date.   

Find out more about reducing food waste at 

http://ec.europa.eu/food/food/sustainability/index_en.htm 
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