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For 17 years Ronni 
Kahn and her 

charity OzHarvest 
have been leading 
the fight against 

food waste.

Hungry 
for

Change

By Kylie Triggell



“[Driving around in my car] it made me 
think that if I was having this challenge, so 
was everybody else in the event industry. 
At that point, I hadn’t even translated it into 
an issue the whole of the food supply chain 
was facing,” Ronni says.

“Then again I had a lightbulb moment. 
What if I did provide a broader solution that 
wasn’t just for me? I realised I might have 
an idea that other people in the industry 
would like to know about. It was literally 
by sharing and telling people that I was 
rescuing food—and I was going to rescue 
more food to feed people in need—that 
got people on board with idea. Everyone I 
spoke to just loved the notion.”

And so in 2004, OzHarvest was born. 
At its heart, the enterprise now focuses 
on a three-pronged approach of reducing 
food waste, feeding people in need and 
protecting finite environmental resources, 
but in its early days OzHarvest was small, 
consisting of just one van, and focused 
predominantly on preventing food waste. 
However, it didn’t take long for the word to 
spread and demand to grow. 

Funding was sought to add more vans to 
the fleet, all driven by paid drivers rather 
than volunteers to ensure the charity’s 
operations were regarded as professional, 
and in 2005 Ronni and a team of pro bono 
lawyers lobbied state governments to amend 
legislation allowing potential food donors 
including supermarkets to give their surplus 
food to charities without fear of liability. 

Today, OzHarvest operates on a national 
scale with the help of more than 3,000 
volunteers, however, Ronni is adamant she 
never set out to start a charity, but rather 
simply fix what had become a glaringly 
obvious problem.

“I wanted to put us out of business, and 
that’s still my goal,” Ronni says, adding that 
in the early days she focused solely on the 
idea that good food should feed good people.

“I didn’t realise there was a whole 
environmental side to good food going to 
waste, but I think this is part of the reason 
for the success of OzHarvest in that we 
tackle two problems at once. The first being 
feeding hungry people and the second 

is that by making sure good food doesn’t 
go to waste, we are also tackling this 
environmental side. People just thought it 
was the most brilliant two-for-one and it’s 
really what gave us the impetus to grow.”

Thanks to her time working within the events 
industry, Ronni was already well known 
to many of the caterers and venues she 
approached with the OzHarvest idea, with 
her reputation not only providing credibility 
to the new venture but also helping to 
quickly bring many businesses on board. 

However, as the number of businesses 
OzHarvest was working with grew, more 
stumbling blocks became apparent including 
the sheer scale of the issue they were fighting.

“I had no intention of giving up my [events] 
business. I thought I could do this on the 
side until I’d saved all the food there was 
going to waste. I didn’t know then that $20 
billion of food goes to waste each year,” 
Ronnie says. 

In 2010, six years after OzHarvest’s 
inception, Ronni made the decision to step 
into the cEO role fulltime. The move not 
only allowed Ronni to give the charity her 
full attention but also helped it to swiftly 
adapt and change its programs to suit 
those in need. 

Never has this agility been more apparent 
than in the past year.

“Apart from fulfilling such an important role 
of making sure that good food doesn’t go 
to landfill and feeds people instead, we’ve 
been very agile and nimble and kept adding 
interesting programs all based on ‘what do 
we see and what do we need?’,” Ronni says.

“We’d see that we were delivering amazing 
food but that people didn’t know how to use 
it. We delivered cold salmon once and they 
thought it was bad because it was pink and 
they’d never seen salmon before. We needed 
to teach them how to cook, so we rolled out 
a program to teach these charities.” 

That was the Nutrition, Education and 
sustenance Training (NEsT) program, a 
six-week nutrition and health education 
program that teaches adults easy ways to 
cook and eat healthily on a budget through 
a series of workshops. 

The pandemic is another instance Ronni 
points to, saying there are about 1 million 
more people needing food since march 2020.

“Again, we had to be nimble and agile 
as we could be because on one hand 
businesses were closing—hospitality was 
closing and there was less food and on the 

Each year one third of all food that is 
produced—the equivalent of 1.3 billion 
tonnes or $20 billion—is sent to landfill.  
It’s a staggering figure, and the sheer scale 
of the issue can make it difficult to determine 
where to begin in the fight against food waste.

leading the charge in Australia is 
OzHarvest chief executive officer Ronni 
Kahn, who had what she describes as a 
lightbulb moment 17 years ago following 
a function run by her events management 
business. This single moment has since led 
to her rescuing 60,000 tonnes of food, or 
175 million meals, from going to waste.

Ronni says it was completely normal for 
beautiful food to be abundant at each event 
she organised, but one day the penny 
dropped that what remained at the end of 
the night would be thrown away.

“my business life was producing 
beautiful events, and all those events 
revolved around food because food is 
such an equaliser as well as a showcase 
for success. Abundant food makes 
somebody—or their business—look 
successful. so there was lots of food at my 
events and, therefore, lots of food going to 
waste,” Ronni says.

“Initially it just didn’t penetrate. It took years 
before I suddenly thought ‘I’m just wasting 
all this food’, and then penny dropped that 
at the end of my events I should be doing 
something with all this beautiful food.”

Ronni says it was at this point she went 
rogue. In her downtime, she would load her 
two sons into the car and they would drive 
around sydney rescuing food from other 
events and distribute it to charities. 

It didn’t take long for it to become apparent 
this was a widespread problem throughout 
the whole events industry. so Ronni 
decided to once again take the initiative and 
develop a broader solution.

We have cooked and 
delivered 783,326 meals 

throughout the year...
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other hand charities were closing because a lot of 
them rely on elderly volunteers. This meant that 
people couldn’t access food in the way they would 
normally be able to, so we rolled out so many 
new programs,” Ronni says.

“One of the new things we did during cOVID was 
cook meals. Normally, we would deliver the produce 
straight as it came, but because so many people 
needed cooked food—elderly people couldn’t get 
to the supermarkets or to the charities they would 
normally go to. We have cooked and delivered 
783,326 meals throughout the year since 1 march 
2020, and that was through our own kitchen and we 
also partnered with other kitchens.

“so many hospitality businesses couldn’t be open to 
the public but we wanted to give them support and 
help them stay working so they prepared food for us.”

Ronni says it was during this period that 
OzHarvest also purchased food for the first time. 

“We have never purchased food, but because there 
was a shortage and there wasn’t enough food to go 
around, we got funding to purchase food,” she says.

“In a lot of cases this was from our suppliers who 
were doing it tough, but we also put two mobile 
markets on the road that delivered into 34 regional 
locations. We purchased food in those locations to 
support local business and then gave it away for free.

“We also created five pop up hamper hubs and 
gave out more than 130,187 hampers because 
many international students and casual hospitality 
workers all lost their jobs when the industry 
closed down and they didn’t get any financial 
support from the government.”

Ronni’s passion for her work is clear, and it’s 
little wonder that her dedication to this cause 
saw her be named as an Officer of the Order of 
Australia (AO) in 2019.

It’s an experience she describes as being 
incredibly humbling.

“Not a single day in my life have I done what I do 
for the sake of perhaps getting a reward or anything 
like that. But to be acknowledged was hugely 
important for me, personally,” Ronni says.

“It’s a huge honour. It adds respectability and 
prestige to our organisation. It is very valuable.  
But as far as I’m concerned I do what I do because 
I am so grateful and I’m so privileged. I am in this 
extraordinary position to be able to be that lucky 
person that came up with the idea and put it into 
practice and so every single day I’m blessed.”

looking to the future Ronni says there is still 
a lot of work to do, especially since Australia 
has committed to halving food waste by 2030. 
But now the conversation around the issue has 
started, she’s positive not only about achieving 
this target but also about further projects on 
OzHarvest’s horizon, including a restaurant that is 
set to open its doors in August 2021.

“seventeen years ago no one was talking about food 
waste, so on one hand we’re an overnight success. 
But thanks to us, our country has committed to 
halving food waste by 2030. That was me going to 
canberra, banging on doors and getting Australia 
to commit to be in line with the United Nations’ 
sustainable Development Goal,” Ronni says.

“We’re also opening a new, very different kind of 
restaurant. It’s a beautifully appointed space and we 
are working in partnership with one of the world’s top 
chefs, masimo Bottura. It’s a space that at lunch time 
will feed vulnerable people for free but at night will 
open as a restaurant or a little event space where we 
can raise money to fund the daytime lunch.”

Although her fight has already spanned the 
better part of two decades and shows no sign of 
easing up, Ronni says she’s excited about each 
day and it’s her passion for what she does that 
gets her up each morning.

“There’s no doubt that knowing you’re making a 
difference to millions of people, which is really 
now what we do, is very powerful and a huge 
motivator,” she says.

“I’m only as good as the people who work for 
me, because they make me shine. my team is 
amazing, and we’ve got so much to do.” 

Want  
to help?
Here’s how

Ronni says there 
are so many ways 
older Australians 
can get involved in 
OzHarvest’s battle 
against food waste, 
beginning with 
donating their time.

“Older Australians 
have so many skills 
and, if they are 
physically able to, 
could donate their 
time,” she says.

“We're funded 
philanthropically so 
any dollar helps too. 
If somebody gave 
us $10 a month, we 
could deliver 240 
more meals each 
year. Every dollar 
donated allows us to 
deliver two meals.

“so if you made a 
regular donation 
that would be huge, 
and then there’s 
the whole notion of 
bequests. We would 
love to be considered 
in somebody’s will 
and that would help 
make such a huge 
difference to this 
country. If food 
waste was a country 
it would be the third 
biggest reason for 
the climate crisis 
and I don’t think 
people know that.

“We need time, so 
people can volunteer 
their own time; we 
need food, so if 
you know people in 
the food industry, 
please share that 
we exist with them; 
and, thirdly, donate 
because donating 
dollars helps us 
keep our vans on 
the road.” 
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