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The Facts About Single-Use Foodservice Packaging and the Environment

DID YOU KNOW…
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, paper and plastic foodservice packaging discarded in the country’s municipal solid waste stream accounted for only 1.3 percent in 2007 (by weight). 
DID YOU KNOW…
Technological advances and packaging redesigns allow manufacturers to produce lighter, stronger, and more compact foodservice packaging, using less raw materials than their original design.

DID YOU KNOW…
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, “Another often-cited waste prevention measure is the use of washable plates, cups, napkins … instead of the disposables variety. (This will reduce solid waste but will have other environmental effects, such as increased water and energy use.)”

Litter

Litter is a pervasive problem in the United States today. While single-use foodservice packaging may be part of the problem, reducing its use is not the solution. The solution lies in changing people’s willingness to litter – the real source of the problem.

· Single-use foodservice packaging has been mistakenly perceived as the major component of litter. In fact, litter composition studies conducted in many states across the country have found that foodservice packaging items make up 20 to 22 percent of our nation’s litter stream.
· Recently, there has been increased concern about litter found on America’s beaches. Surveys have cited three sources for this litter: deliberately littered items left on the beach for some one else to pick up; accidentally littered items that are properly disposed of in trash cans but are blown out of the cans or pulled out of the cans by birds; and, items that were littered miles from the beach and washed through the urban storm water system and onto the beaches.

· The cure for deliberate littering is increased awareness and public education about litter. The second instance can be addressed by simple solutions such as lids for open trashcans, or better designed lids for existing ones. The solution for “traveling” litter include improved catch basins and finer mesh for storm water screens, both of which are being implemented by some local governments.

· For many years the foodservice packaging industry has joined in supporting state and local efforts to change the behavior of our nation’s litterbugs. The key is making their behavior socially unacceptable – a complex process involving public education and awareness.

Recycling

Most foodservice packaging can be recycled, but isn’t for a variety of reasons. The biggest barriers to recycling foodservice packaging items are public health and economics. 
· One of the benefits of single-use packaging is that they ensure sanitary foodservice containers for those on the go. Unfortunately, once people have used foodservice packaging it is contaminated, and thus much of it is unfit for recycling, unless it is cleaned and sorted. 

· Seventy percent of food sold in foodservice packaging in a typical quick service restaurant goes out the drive through window, or out the front door. Once the packaging leaves the foodservice operation it becomes widely dispersed and discarded. To collect it from all those disparate places and reassemble it for recycling is nearly impossible and not cost-efficient.

· Collection costs, the value of scrap material, and increased energy expenditures create an additional economic barrier to recycling foodservice packaging.
· While recycling foodservice packaging is difficult, recycled materials are being used in some foodservice packaging.
But there are alternatives for diverting foodservice packaging to landfills.

Waste-to-Energy
One way to lessen the amount of single-use foodservice packaging sent to landfills is to reap a benefit from it – generate energy.

· Contrary to popular belief, waste-to-energy (incineration) does not have a negative impact on the environment. In fact, a joint U.S. Conference of Mayors and American Society of Mechanical Engineers’ study concluded that the energy produced during this process has about the same environmental impact as energy produced from natural gas, and less impact on the environment than energy generated from oil and coal.

· Foodservice packaging burns cleanly and safely in modern waste-to-energy plants. And because of their high energy value, foodservice packaging helps combustion plants burn garbage more efficiently.

· The energy contained within foodservice packaging can be almost fully recovered in waste-to-energy plants. Burning polystyrene, for example, generates 17,800 BTUs per pound of energy, double the BTU value of coal.

Sustainable Materials and Packaging

Recently a number of new, exciting materials have been developed for use with foodservice packaging products. These products are often touted as “environmentally-friendly,” “renewable” or “sustainable.”
· One characteristic these materials have in common is that they are biodegradable. This quality makes them especially fit for disposal to a composting facility after they have been used. Unfortunately, there are not many composting facilities in place around the country. 
· And, with a lack of composting facilities, these products will be sent to a municipal solid waste facility, i.e., a landfill, where its biodegradable characteristic is basically lost.
· However, as the interest in these materials grow, hopefully so will the number of composting facilities, possibly making these materials a viable option to “traditional” materials in the future.
Finally, all foodservice packaging materials have an environmental footprint. They have “upstream” environmental footprints when the base material is extracted, harvested, produced and distributed into commerce. And, they have a “downstream” environmental footprint when they are disposed into municipal systems or the environment.
The single-use foodservice packaging industry is committed to the environmentally responsible manufacture, distribution, use and disposal of its products. The industry continues to demonstrate a commitment to research and development programs, innovative products and sustainable initiatives.
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