
Sustainable Food Service Wares:  
An Overview 

 

www.practicegreenhealth.org 

www.noharm.org  

Thresa Pattee 
Food Program Coordinator 

Practice Greenhealth 
tpattee@hcwh.org 

888-269-9869 

http://www.practicegreenhealth.org/
http://www.noharm.org/
mailto:tpattee@hcwh.org


Agenda 

• The challenges with Styrofoam 
• How it works- Composting and Recycling Overview 
• Sustainability attributes of disposable food service 

wares 
• Choosing food service wares: Benefits and 

challenges  
• Environmentally Preferred Purchasing (EPP) 
• USDA BioPreferred® program 
• Getting started- Facility level considerations 



The Challenges with Styrofoam 

Highly visible products that can drive negative perception from some patients and customers.  
 
Polystyrene is difficult to recycle (vendor send back programs only) so most is sent to landfill. 
 
In 2011, styrene was added to the federal government’s list of chemicals that are “reasonably 
anticipated to cause cancer.”1 
 
The U.S. Agency for Toxic Substances Disease Registry (ATSDR) similarly reported that "the 
presence of styrene exposure in packaged foods is due primarily to leaching of the monomer 
from polystyrene containers.”2 



• Reusable 
• Compostable 
• Recyclable 
• Environmentally Preferred 

Purchasing (EPP) 

Sustainability Attributes of Food 
Service Wares 



Reusable 
 

BENEFITS CHALLENGES 
Resource conservation (energy, water, 
manufacturing pollutants) 

Ware washing and labor 

Less waste to landfill Cost and volume of replacement due to 
damage, discard, and theft 

Dining experience enhanced Products can be made from materials that 
are detrimental to human and 
environmental health.   

Many choices for customized and unique 
appearance 

Capable of holding hot & cold foods.  Many 
types are microwave, oven, and freezer safe 

Cost savings 



Definitions 

 
Compostable:  When the products are designed to be composted, they should meet ASTM 
Standards D6400 (for Compostable Plastics) or ASTM D6868 (for Compostable Packaging). 
Products that meet the requirements in these two specifications will:  
• Disintegrate rapidly during the composting process 
• Biodegrade quickly under the composting conditions 
• Not reduce the value or utility of the finished compost. The humus manufactured during the 

composting process will support plant life 
• Not contain high amounts of regulated metals 
 
Bio-based:  “An organic material in which carbon is derived from a renewable resource via 
biological processes. Bio-based materials include all plant and animal mass derived from CO2 
recently fixed via photosynthesis, per definition of a renewable resource”. (The American Society for 
Testing and Materials (ASTM). 

 
Biodegradable:  Under the right conditions the microbes in the environment can break down the 
material and use it as a food source. Not all materials are biodegradable under all circumstances. 
 
Recycling: The process of recovering scrap or waste material and then reprocessing it into useful 
products, sometimes completely different from their original state.  Waste material can be 
anything from aluminum or steel, cardboard, wood, glass, paper, or plastics.  
 
 
 
 
 



Composting 
How it works 

 
 • Trucks bring compostable materials to a sorting yard where items 
not approved for composting at the facility are sorted out.  In 
many areas, easily identifiable non-qualifying recyclable items are 
sent to an Materials Recovery Facility (MRF).  If bio-based 
products are not easily identifiable they are sorted out and sent to 
landfill. 
 

• The compostable items are then deposited onto a nearby staging 
area and are fed into a hopper, that spins and cuts large pieces 
down. 

 
• The resulting material is put through a grinder that crushes it 

into fine particulate.  It’s then sent up a conveyor out into a 
compost row. 

 
• The composting process takes about 90 days (leading 

manufacturers report up to 180 days for some bio-based items) 
and then can be sold as fertilizer to farmers, landscapers and 
consumers.  Compost fertilizer is rich in nitrogen, phosphate, 
potash, calcium, sodium, sulfur, magnesium and moisture.  

Photo credit: Compost hopper.  Chris Matson 

Photo credit: San Francisco Sorting Center. Chris Matson 

Photo credit: Compost piles.  Chris Matson 

Compost facility site visit and photos by Chris Matson. Used with permission. 



Recycling 
Materials Recovery Facilities (MRF) 

 
•  A Clean MRF accepts recyclable commingled materials that have already 

been separated at the source from municipal solid waste (generated by 
either residential or commercial sources). These materials may come in 
single stream (e.g. glass only) or mixed streams (multiple materials). 

 
• Mixed Waste Processing Center (MWPC) accepts a mixed solid waste 

stream and then proceeds to separate out designated recyclable 
materials through a combination of manual and mechanical sorting. 

 
• Sorting happens at recycling center by humans and some specialized 

equipment.  Sorters have only seconds to identify contaminates.  If in 
doubt, the item is diverted out of the recycling stream.   
 

• Items pulled out of recycling pool are picked up and trucked to landfill 
where they are deposited 
 

• Sorted items are processed and reclaimed material sold for production 
of new goods.  Processing and reuse is done both domestically and 
abroad 

Photo credit: Recycling 2. Matt Gibson  

Photo Credit: Allied Waste Recycling, Seattle.  KUOW 94.9 Public Radio 



Compostable Materials 

BENEFITS CHALLENGES  

Reduces total waste to landfills Compostable wares can cost more  

Safer for human and animal health 
 

Some “Green” bio-packaging does not meet all 
temperature requirements for packaging food 

Exposure to fewer chemicals (manufacturing and 
leeching) 

Not easily identifiable among consumers or sorting 
operators.  Decreases diversion rates 

Creates a sustainable loop for natural resources and 
is annually renewable 

Limited availability of industrial compost programs  

Helps reduce the total carbon footprint on planet 
earth and helps mitigate climate change 
 

Bio-plastic containers are not recyclable and some 
bio-plastics do not meet ASTM certification 
requirements due to their composition 

Organic compounds from bio-plastics deposited into 
landfills can emit methane gases that erodes our 
atmosphere  

Photo credit: Public Domain 



• Certified by the Biodegradable Products 
Institute (BPI) or Equivalent 
–  Bio-based plastics (e.g., PLA) 
–  Paper Coated with Bio-plastic 
– Identifiable as compostable (green stripe, etc.) 

• On Cedar Grove  
List of Approved Products 
– Paper without bio-plastic 
– Bagasse (sugar cane waste) 

Compostable Considerations 



 Recyclable Materials 

BENEFITS CHALLENGES  

Reduces total waste to landfills Recycling programs vary dramatically by region 

Safer for human and animal health Some materials are down cycled resulting in a loss of 
function and eventual disposal in landfills 

Exposure to fewer chemicals (manufacturing and 
leeching) 

Glut of recycled material in current markets force 
materials to landfill 

Creates an opportunity for repurposing   Some recycled materials are shipped over seas  

Helps reduce the total carbon footprint on planet 
earth through less raw material extraction 

Increased cost 

Photo credit: Recycling 7. Timothy Takemoto 



• Recyclable in most communities 
–  #1 PET plastic (64.5% of communities accept) 
–  #2 Polypropylene (61.1% of communities accept) 
–  Paper coffee sleeves (most communities accept) 
–  Aluminum (cans, sometimes foil) 

• Not recyclable in most communities 
– #5 Polystyrene  and #6 Polypropylene (common materials for utensils) 
– Too small to sort (straws, portion cups) 
– Most paper products (due to non-recyclable liners and coatings) 
– Items too contaminated with food (most plates, bowls, takeout containers, 

napkins) 

Recyclable Materials Considerations 

Photo credit: Trash Recycling with Disposal Containers.  Cutwind 



Recyclable Plastics 

 

Polyethylene Terephthalate (PET, PETE) Soft drink, water and salad dressing bottles; 
peanut butter and jam jars  
High Density Polyethylene (HDPE) Milk, juice and water bottles; yogurt and margarine 
tubs; trash and retail bags.  
Polyvinyl Chloride (PVC) Rigid and flexible forms.  Used for bottles, and plastic film.  
Not typically in food packaging.  (avoid) 
Low Density Polyethylene (LDPE) Frozen food bags; squeezable bottles, e.g. honey, 
mustard; cling films; flexible container lids.  
Polypropylene (PP) Reusable microwaveable ware; kitchenware; yogurt containers; 
margarine tubs; microwaveable disposable take-away containers; disposable cups and 
plates.   
Polystyrene (PS) Egg cartons; packing peanuts; "Styrofoam"; disposable cups, plates, 
trays and cutlery; disposable take-away containers; yogurt and margarine containers. 
(avoid) 
This grade of plastic if considered “other” because it is typically a blend of a variety of 
different plastics and also carries the “Green” packaging classification.   
 



Corn* (PLA) Polylactic Acid derived from corn starch  

Potato* (Bio-Source) derived from potato starch 

Molded fiber*+ (Pulp) derived from recycled paperboard or Bagasse 

Bagasse*+ (Bio-mass) remains after sugarcane stalks are crushed to extract juice 

Paper*+ (Pulp) – derived from recycled paper and/or virgin pulp 

Aluminum+ 

Plastics+ 

Common Food Service Ware Materials 

* Compostable at industrial composting operations (verification with your local provider advised) 
+ Recyclable in participating markets (verification with your local provider advised) 



Compostable Bio-Plastics  
PLA (Corn)  

PLA is Polylactic Acid– derived from corn strach 

 
 

BENEFITS CHALLENGES 
Compostable under the ideal 
conditions 

Does not meet all temperature requirements for 
packaging food- does not maintain structure with 
hot food, cannot be microwaved, cracks in cold 
temperatures 

Clarity of resin for food appeal Limited municipal compost programs  

PLA resin is malleable.  Come in all 
shapes and sizes.  Good lid fit. Cold 
cups, cold cup lids, straws, 
containers, portion cups and lids 

Cannot be recycled 

Moisture resilient Not easily identifiable among consumers or sorting 
operators decreasing  diversion rates 

Sustainable & annually renewable 
 

Some bio-plastics do not meet ASTM certification 
requirements due to their composition 

Organic compounds sent to landfill emit methane 
gases that degrade the atmosphere and contribute 
to climate change 

Some concerns with production methods- Food for 
products, mono-cropping, Genetically Modified 
(GMO) resin blends 

Cost 

  



Compostable Bio-Plastics  
Potato  

derived from potato starch 

BENEFITS CHALLENGES 

Compostable under the ideal 
conditions 

Does not meet all temperature requirements for 
packaging food- cannot be microwaved 

Capable of holding hot & cold foods Limited municipal compost programs  

Resin is malleable. Containers come 
in all shapes and sizes.  Good lid fit. 
Plates, cups, hot cup lids, bowls, 
utensils, containers 

Cannot be recycled 

Moisture resilient Not easily identifiable among consumers or 
sorting operators decreasing  diversion rates 

Sustainable & annually renewable 
 

Some bio-plastics do not meet ASTM certification 
requirements due to their composition 

Organic compounds sent to landfill emit methane 
gases that degrade the atmosphere and contribute 
to climate change 

Some concerns with production methods- Food 
for products, mono-cropping, Genetically 
Modified (GMO) resin blends 

Cost 

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.lakewoodconferences.com/direct/dbimage/50176674/Holland_Potato.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.lakewoodconferences.com/catalog/2/5/139/294985/sell_potatos.html&h=360&w=360&sz=25&hl=en&start=3&tbnid=6VyNiR3I2UGhXM:&tbnh=121&tbnw=121&prev=/images?q=potato&gbv=2&hl=en
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://images.smarter.com/blogs/biodegradable%20utensils.jpg&imgrefurl=http://blogs.smarter.com/homegarden/tag/dinnerware&h=350&w=350&sz=26&hl=en&start=3&tbnid=R5BCRwR2R3RH1M:&tbnh=120&tbnw=120&prev=/images?q=biodegradable&gbv=2&hl=en


Compostable / Recyclable 
Molded Fiber - Paper and/or Bagasse 

typically made from recycled paperboard or bagasse (sugarcane) 

Valle de los Ingenios, Cuba : bagasse.  Ji-Elle 

Corrugated Cardboard. Richard Wheeler  

BENEFITS CHALLENGES 
Made from recycled or repurposed pulp Not 100 % moisture resilient- Can 

experience softening of material or 
moisture seep 

Can be molded into different shapes and 
sizes. Plates, hot cups, bowls, containers, 
portion cups, napkins,  

Usually requires a plastic lid or foil to cover 

Recyclable Not leak tight 

Compostable Cost 
 

Sustainable & annually renewable 
 

Some manufacturers offer compostable 
bio-based lids 

Photo credit: public domain 



Compostable / Recyclable 
Paper 

can be virgin or from recycled content 

 
 

Photo credit: Pinus taeda plantation. Soil-Science.info 

Photo credit: public domain 

Photo credit: public domain 

BENEFITS CHALLENGES 
Reasonably priced Less moisture resilient than foam, plastic, 

or bio-plastic. 

Cups come in hot and cold options Not always compostable or recyclable 
depending on lining, coatings and 
treatments 

Sometimes made from recycled paper Cup- plastic may be only lid option 
Plate- plastic or foil lid (not leak proof) 

Can be molded into different shapes and 
sizes. Plates, hot cups, cold cups, bowls, 
containers, straws, portion cups, napkins, 
coffee sleeves 

Cost 

Recyclable  

Compostable 

Sustainable & annually renewable 

  



Recyclable 
Aluminum  

Photo credit: http://www.savingiceland.org 

Photo credit: Baled Aluminum Cans. Mojave Desert 

BENEFITS CHALLENGES 
Recyclable  Not recyclable in some markets 

Capable of hot or cold food applications. 
Containers, foil squares to cover plates and 
bowls 

Not compostable 

Leak tight Usually requires a plastic lid to prevent leaks 

Reasonable priced Extraction and disposal poses human and 
environmental health risks 

Oven and freezer safe 

Some products made from recycled content 



Recyclable 
Plastic 

BENEFITS CHALLENGES 
Variety of price points available Not always recyclable depending on type of 

plastic and local recycling services 

Capable of holding hot & cold foods.  Many 
types are microwave, oven and freezer safe 

Cost varies with different plastics 

Some contain recycled content Made from petroleum 

Can be molded into different shapes and 
sizes. Cold cups, hot cup lids, containers, 
utensils, plates, bowls, lids, straws, portion 
cups and lids 

Extraction and disposal poses human and 
environmental health risks 

Recyclable 

Highly available and many manufacturers 

Photo credit: A pumpjack in Texas. Flcelloguy 

Photo credit: Plastic Bottles. Hans. Pixabay 



• Recycled Content (Total Recycled (TR)/Post-Consumer Recycled (PCR)) 
–  Recycled PET Clear Cups (10-25% PCR) 

–  Recycled Paper Cups (10-20% PCR) 

–  Paper Coffee Sleeves (100% TR/60-100% PCR) 

• Sustainably Sourced Paper/Wood – FSC certification 
– Paper cups, coffee sleeves, wooden stirrers, napkins 

• Chlorine-free Bleaching 
– Coffee sleeves, Paper Cups 

• Water-Based Inks/Glues 

• Made with Renewable Energy (Green-e Certified) 
 

Environmentally Preferred Purchasing (EPP)  
Other Recommendations 

Made from 
recycled #1 PETE 

Made from 100% 
Post Consumer (PCR) 

materials 

Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC) 

Certified 



Recommended Sustainability Criteria 

Subcategory Compostability Recyclability EPP Other 
Hot Cups BPI (Paper + PLA) Not recyclable in most 

areas because of lining 
10-20% Post-Consumer Recycled, 
FSC 

Cold Cups - Clear BPI (PLA) #1 PET or #5 
Polypropylene 

10-25% Post-Consumer Recycled 
PET 

Cutlery BPI (PLA) Not recyclable in most 
areas (made of #5 and 
#6) 

100% Post-Consumer #6 Polystyrene  
(primary material) 

Coffee Sleeves All are compostable All are recyclable 100% Recycled/60-100% Post-
Consumer Recycled, FSC, Process 
Chlorine-free 

Napkins All are compostable  None are recyclable Green Seal- or UL EcoLogo-certified 

Plates BPI or Cedar Grove 
Approved 

None are recyclable Recycled content, FSC, No PFCs 



✗Polystyrene: reasonably anticipated carcinogen; 
difficult to recycle, foam is bulky 

• Cups, Plates, Bowls, Clamshells 

✗Fluorinated grease compounds (liquid Teflon); 
persistent, bioaccumulatie and toxic 

• Plates, Bowls, Clamshells, Parchment Paper 

✗PVC (vinyl): human carcinogen  
• Plastic wrap, food service gloves 

 

Environmentally Preferred Purchasing (EPP)  
Chemicals/Materials to Avoid 



USDA BioPreferred® 

Managed by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture (USDA), the goal of 

the BioPreferred program is to 
increase the purchase and use of 

bio-based products. 

Bio-based products are derived 
from plants and other renewable 
agricultural, marine, and forestry 

materials and provide an 
alternative to conventional 

petroleum derived products. 

The BioPreferred program was 
created by the 2002 Farm Bill and 

reauthorized and expanded as part 
of the Agricultural Act of 2014 (the 

2014 Farm Bill).  



USDA BioPreferred® Catalogue 

https://www.biopreferred.gov/BioPreferred/faces/catalog/Catalog.xhtml# 

This symbol indicates that a product qualifies for 
mandatory federal purchasing by meeting or exceeding 
the minimum bio-based content requirements for one 
or more products categories that have been identified 
by USDA. The manufacturers self-certify (self-identify) 
the product's bio-based content. USDA lists the 
product's bio-based content as "meets minimum" for a 
particular category. 

This symbol indicates that a product or package is USDA 
Certified Bio-based. The bio-based contents of these 
products/packages have been third-party tested at 
independent laboratories. These products/packages 
have earned USDA certification and the approval to 
display the USDA Certified Bio-based Product label. 

https://www.biopreferred.gov/BioPreferred/faces/catalog/Catalog.xhtml


Getting Started: 
 Facility Level  

1. Connect with senior management, EVS, others to 
discuss composting and recycling programs 
currently in place within your hospital.   
 

2. Develop a Waste Management Plan.  Key 
considerations include: 

– Identify tracking and reporting mechanisms 
– Set clear expectations of department 

responsibilities for implementation 
– Establish where sorting will occur- consumers 

or back of the house 
– Provide departmental access to the plan and 

educate new and existing staff on goals and 
methods for reducing waste to landfill. 

 
3. Establish baseline generation rates of all waste 

categories to enhance environmental goal setting 
and performance tracking. 
 

4. Form a partnership with your existing waste 
disposal company. Find out what types of waste 
streams they currently manage and what materials 
they accept. Leverage resources such as signage 
and visits to recycling and composting centers. 
 

 
 

5. Run an annual usage report of all disposables, take 
inventory of your existing products to see which 
items already align with your waste stream plan 
and identify which items needs to be converted. 
 

6. Work with your distributor to find available 
disposables that fit your waste management, 
production, and retail requirements.   Don’t forget 
recycling and composting specific receptacles and 
liners. 
 

7. Perform a cost evaluation to identify the cost of 
switching each category.  Raising menu prices by a 
small amount across the board can help offset the 
higher disposable cost. 
 

8. Share the story of why your department is 
switching to more sustainable disposal.  Change is 
hard; telling staff and customers how this decision 
benefits their health will help people through the 
transition.   
 

9. Measure the reduction of waste to landfill and 
celebrate the success in newsletters, on social 
media, and with patients and staff. 

 
 
 

 



Sourcing Guides 
Choosing Environmentally Preferable Food Service Ware Reusable and Sustainable Biobased Products 

Green Guide to Health Care (GGHC): Reusable & Non-Reusable Products: Food Service Ware  

Request for Proposal: Suggested Environmental Considerations for Disposable Food Ware 

Request for Proposal: Suggested Environmental Considerations for Dietary Plastic Kits 

USDA BioPreferred® Homepage 
 
Compostable Products 
Vendors of Compostable or Recyclable Food Service Ware and Bags 

Certified Compostable Products: Biodegradable Products Institute 

Cedar Grove Commercially Accepted Compostable Items  

USDA BioPreferred® Foodservices/Cafeterias 

 
Find a Composting or Recycling Facility Near You 
http://www.findacomposter.com/ 

http://earth911.com/recycling-center-search-guides/ 

 
 
 

Resources 

https://noharm-uscanada.org/documents/choosing-environmentally-preferable-food-service-ware-reusable-and-sustainable-biobased
https://healthierhospitals.org/sites/default/files/documents-files/820/FoodCredits4.1-4.2_FS_Ware.pdf
https://practicegreenhealth.org/sites/default/files/upload-files/envq_foodware2015v3.pdf
https://practicegreenhealth.org/sites/default/files/upload-files/suggestedeppdietaryplastickits9.16.13.pdf
https://www.biopreferred.gov/BioPreferred/faces/Welcome.xhtml
https://practicegreenhealth.org/sites/default/files/upload-files/fsw_vendor_list_sfe.pdf
http://products.bpiworld.org/
http://cedar-grove.com/compostable/accepted-items
https://www.biopreferred.gov/BioPreferred/faces/catalog/Catalog.xhtml
http://www.findacomposter.com/
http://www.findacomposter.com/
http://earth911.com/recycling-center-search-guides/
http://earth911.com/recycling-center-search-guides/
http://earth911.com/recycling-center-search-guides/
http://earth911.com/recycling-center-search-guides/
http://earth911.com/recycling-center-search-guides/
http://earth911.com/recycling-center-search-guides/
http://earth911.com/recycling-center-search-guides/


Thank You! 
Your Practice Greenhealth Support Team 

 

Cecilia DeLoach Lynn, MBA, LEED AP 
Director, Sector Performance & Recognition, Member Engagement Manager 
cdeloach@practicegreenhealth.org  

Janet Howard 
Director, Member Engagement and Director, Healthier Hospitals 
jhoward@practicegreenhealth.org  

Hermine Levey Weston, RN, MBA 
Member Engagement Manager 
hleveyweston@practicegreenhealth.org  

Thresa Pattee, MBA 
Practice Greenhealth Food Program Coordinator 
tpattee@hcwh.org 

Kaeleigh Sheehan 
Member Engagement Manager, Greening the OR 
ksheehan@practicegreenhealth.org  

mailto:cdeloach@practicegreenhealth.org
mailto:jhoward@practicegreenhealth.org
mailto:hleveyweston@practicegreenhealth.org
mailto:tpattee@hcwh.org
mailto:ksheehan@practicegreenhealth.org
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