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Frequently Asked Questions about Foodservice Packaging

Why do we need single-use foodservice packaging?

Hospitals concerned about the spread of foodborne disease and school cafeterias and restaurants that cannot accommodate a lunch or dinner crowd with reusables alone need single-use foodservice packaging. And, when faced with failures in dishwashing equipment, foodservice operators are mandated by the U. S. Food Code to use single-use products. Single-use foodservice products are also necessary to serve meals to the victims of natural disasters – tornadoes, floods, hurricanes, and earthquakes.

Single-use foodservice products can help stop the spread of germs that cause illness and disease. Food borne illness in the United States is a major cause of personal distress, preventable death, and avoidable economic burden.  

Is using single-use products wasteful? 

People tend to believe that just because single-use products are disposable, they are a big part of our country’s solid waste, but that’s not true. According to a U.S. Environmental Protection Agency study, these products are a very small piece of municipal solid waste (MSW). 

In 2007, Americans generated 4.62 pounds of trash every day, and yet 0.3 percent of the discards in the municipal solid waste stream was paper and plastic single-use foodservice products.

In other words, about 99 percent of discards from America household’s was something other than single-use foodservice products. Here are some comparison items: food waste contributed 18.2 percent to the materials discarded into the MSWQ stream; metals were eight percent; rubber, leather and textiles provided 9.7 percent; and glass was 6.1 percent. And, we threw out more than five times more yard waste than paper and plastic single-use foodservice items.

Are single-use foodservice packaging products more harmful to the environment than reusables?

Both single-use foodservice packaging and reusable products leave an environmental footprint. The definition of environmentally-friendly is in the eye of the beholder and such a designation often pits one subjective environmental value against another.  While disposables are associated with municipal waste, reusables are associated with increased energy use, detergents and antibacterial agents—all of which have their own impact on the environment. 

Public health officials say the food safety and sanitation benefits of single-use foodservice products far outweigh any perceived impact on the environment. For this reason, the Food and Drug Administration’s Food Code requires that “A food establishment without facilities... for cleaning and sanitizing kitchenware and tableware shall provide only single-use kitchenware, single-service articles, and single-use articles for use by food employees and single-service articles for use by consumers.”

Do single-use foodservice packaging products deplete the ozone? 

Long before global warming became an international concern, the manufacturers of single-use foodservice products took steps to be sure their manufacture and use would never harm the earth’s upper atmosphere. In 1989, the industry voluntarily agreed to completely phase-out the use of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) the manufacture of all foodservice products. Even then, most foodservice products weren’t made with CFCs, but when the manufacturers of these products learned that CFCs could harm the earth’s protective ozone layer, they decided to stop using the substance altogether. The U.S. EPA praised the industry’s action and presented its first Stratospheric Ozone Protection Award to the Foodservice Packaging Institute for coordinating the phase-out. 

Do single-use foodservice packaging products use a lot of natural resources?

Relatively small quantities of natural resources are used to make these products. For example, less than four percent of the world’s oil is used for ALL plastics, and single-use foodservice products account for a very small portion of that amount. Industry has also developed new technologies, referred to as source reduction that further reduce the amount of material used to make products and/or their weight. The sides of cups and containers are thinner and the overall weight of these products is lighter, yet they still hold drinks and food just as well as their predecessors.

Industry is also careful to step lightly on the natural environment when it takes raw materials to make products. For example, when the paper industry harvests trees to make its products, they use only sound timber management practices, such as cutting only the most mature trees in the forest.

The industry also replants harvested areas much like a farmer replants a field after reaping a crop. On average, the forestry community plants 1.7 million trees per day, or 642 million trees every year. October 2006 marked the sixth billionth tree planted since the inception of the SFI program in 1995. The U.S. Forest Service reports that there are more trees growing in this country than there were 70 years ago. 

Can single-use foodservice packaging be recycled?

Single-use foodservice products can – and are being – recycled. However, just because something can be recycled doesn’t mean it’s always practical to do so. Recyclers have to consider that if it costs more (and takes more resources) to make a product from recycled materials than from raw materials. 

Single-use foodservice products present other challenges to recycling. These products often contain food wastes and become contaminated by human contact. Recycling operations don’t always have the machinery to completely remove those contaminants. Single-use foodservice products can also be very costly to ship because they are light in weight and low in density.

Nevertheless, single-use foodservice products are being recycled successfully. Some paper products are recycled into home insulation, parts of corrugated boxes and packing material. Aluminum containers are recycled into beverage cans and other aluminum products. Plastic/foam products are recycled into insulation, building and packing materials, toys and other items.  

What other green options are there in regards to single-use foodservice packaging?

New biopolymers are available and are great materials given their limitations; at present they are limited primarily to cold food and drink applications, and require careful distribution and handling because of their relatively low melt temperatures. Nonetheless, the promise of these bio-based materials is encouraging. 

It is premature to make any statement about a biopolymer’s environmental “preference” to other, more mature foodservice packaging materials because of limited data. What we do know is that these materials are highly suitable for disposal to a municipal or commercially-operated composting facility. The lack of such facilities around the country is a challenge these new materials must overcome.

Can single-use foodservice products be used to help our nation’s energy needs (waste-to-energy)?

Many materials and products, including single-use foodservice products, can be, and are being, safely converted to produce energy. Waste-to-energy programs burn solid waste at high temperatures creating steam or electricity. This electricity is sold to electricity-generating utilities that distribute it to local homes, businesses and schools. 

Waste-to-energy, or incineration, is a particularly good option for plastic single-use products. Controlled incineration of polystyrene, for example, generates 17,800 BTUs of energy per pound of polystyrene (double the inherent energy value of coal), creates no harmful emissions, and leaves only trace amounts of harmless ash. 

Have any other questions about single-use foodservice packaging? Contact the Foodservice Packaging Institute, the leading authority on these products at (703) 538-2800 or cmason@fpi.org. 
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