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Introduction
Plastic – it’s all around us! From the tops of mountains to 
the depths of the ocean, plastic is quite literally everywhere. 
Researchers estimate that there are now more than 5.25 trillion 
pieces of plastic in the ocean with 8.75 million metric tons added 
every year. Plastic pollution on our beaches overwhelmingly 
comes from products that we only use for a few minutes before 
they are discarded and make their way into the environment, 
where they never biodegrade. If we continue down this path of 
single-use plastic addiction, it is expected that there will be more 
plastic than fish, by weight, in the ocean by 2050. That’s why our 
ultimate goal is source reduction as we want to shift away from 
single-use items and toward a more sustainable future. 

While single-use disposables may seem like a cost-effective option 
for your business, if you take into consideration the environmental 
costs of production and disposal, the true cost of these items is 
much higher. These extraneous costs are passed along to someone 
else and, more often than not, the environment and low-income 
communities end up paying the ultimate price. This is why the 
Surfrider Foundation firmly advocates for a reduction in the overall 
use of single-use plastic items by switching to reusables whenever 
possible. While upfront costs of reusables are undoubtedly higher 
than single-use disposables, reusables are always a more cost-
friendly option in the long run. The longer you use reusable items, 
the lower the cost per item becomes. By not having to continually 
purchase single-use items and pay to haul away the waste, your 
operating costs will be lowered and you can feel good about the 
choices you’re making. By making the switch, you are aligning your 

business with sustainable choices and you’ll attract a new customer 
base of conscious consumers who will truly appreciate your 
commitment to the environment – and reward that commitment 
with their business. 

Navigating the world of plastic alternatives can be difficult. With 
so many options available and misleading advertising of so called 
“green” products running rampant, it’s hard to make an informed 
decision that’s right for your business. That’s why we’ve created this 
guide to help you better understand what’s on the market today and 
where we see the biggest areas of concern. We’ll explain the current 
terminology and provide examples of products ranging from ‘best 
choice’ to ‘what to avoid.’ While this guide does not put forward all 
of the available options, we hope it will provide you with a starting 
point. These same concepts can be applied at your current vendor. 
This topic is also ever-changing as new materials and systems 
go on the market. Therefore, we will make updates as needed and 
announce when new versions are available so you can benefit from 
the latest advancements in research and technology.  

Thank you for being a member of the Surfrider Foundation’s Ocean 
Friendly Restaurants program! We truly appreciate your commitment 
to protecting our ocean and beaches by reducing the amount of 
single-use plastics used in your establishment. If you are not yet 
a member, you can sign up now or reach out to your local chapter 
for more information. One restaurant, one customer at a time – we 
are increasing awareness, driving behavior change, and ultimately 
creating scalable impact to reduce our collective plastic footprint.

https://www.surfrider.org/
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_New_Plastics_Economy.pdf
https://secured.surfrider.org/ofr_signup?id=7010H000001mjfNQAQ
https://www.surfrider.org/chapters
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Biop l a s t ic s
As stated by the EPA, “Bio-based plastics are manufactured  
from plant materials instead of being made from oil or natural gas. 
Because they are plant-based, there is a tendency to assume that 
this type of plastic must be biodegradable. However, bio-based 
plastics can be designed to be structurally identical to petroleum-
based plastics, and if designed in this way, they can last in the 
environment for the same period of time as petroleum-based 
plastic.” Bioplastics are usually accompanied with a leaf symbol  
and may state that they are made from corn, sugar cane or other 
natural-sounding sources. However, in the case of PLA, these raw 
materials must undergo an intense and highly polluting chemical 
process to transform that organic material into what we know as 
bioplastics. This is in addition to the fertilizers, pesticides, and 
land needed to grow the crops. There is also no indicator to state 
what percentage is made from plants. Even the USDA sets their 
minimum biobased requirement at just 25%, with the rest of the 
polymer usually made from or blended with conventional fossil- 
fuel based plastic. In short, bioplastics as they exist today should 
be avoided.

Biodegr a da bl e
Lexico by Oxford simply defines biodegradable as, “capable  
of being decomposed by bacteria or other living organisms.” 
However, the practical application of this label is anything but 
simple. While it does mean that items can be broken down, 
the label typically hasn’t taken into account the timeframe for 
degradation to occur which could be weeks, months, or longer.  
It also often doesn’t consider if any chemicals would be left  
over in the environment or released during the processes. 
Additionally, it doesn’t outline the specific conditions required 
for proper degradation, such as heat, moisture, or oxygen levels. 
These conditions do not exist in common disposal sites or 
out in the environment. In fact, bioplastics release methane, a 
greenhouse gas 23 times more potent than carbon dioxide, if  
they end up in the landfill. More often than not, biodegradable 
items don’t fully break down, resulting in more microplastic 
pollution. The term biodegradable is not well-regulated so be  
wary of companies that tout their products as biodegradable 
without any certifications or end-of-life instructions.

Terminology
Seemingly overnight, the variety of labels for foodware has skyrocketed. While some labels have a vetted verification 

process to ensure products meet certain standards, others aren’t well regulated and don’t hold much weight. Words like 

“eco” or “green” can often be used with no scientific backing at all. This “greenwashing” phenomenon makes it even more 

difficult to make the right choice. Unfortunately, this can cause a seemingly good intention to be just as destructive as a bad 

one. As an Ocean Friendly Restaurant, you are already working to protect our ocean and beaches from the threat of single-

use plastics. By outlining the below terms, we hope to arm you with the tools to make informed decisions on the foodware 

products used in your establishment.

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.epa.gov/trash-free-waters/frequently-asked-questions-about-plastic-recycling-and-composting
https://www.biopreferred.gov/BioPreferred/faces/pages/CertificationCriteria.xhtml
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/biodegradable
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Comp o s ta bl e 
The simplified definition by Lexico states, “able to be made into 
compost,” with compost defined as “decayed organic material 
used as a plant fertilizer.” Similar to biodegradable products, most 
compostable products require highly specific environmental 
conditions, meaning that these items will not simply turn into 
compost when tossed in a landfill or in our waterways. Compostable 
plastics can also contaminate recycling infrastructure if disposed 
of in a recycling bin, causing the entire batch of recyclable waste to 
be rejected and sent to a landfill. An important distinction to note 
is whether an item is home compostable or only compostable in 
a specialized industrial composting facility. If it is the latter, which 
is usually the case with bioplastic foodware, these facilities can 
be difficult to come by and jurisdictions often lack the distribution 
networks needed to get compostable waste from your trash bin to 
the right facility. Further, some industrial composting facilities are 
beginning to reject bioplastics because they often don’t break down 
completely, take a longer time to process, and contain chemicals that 
can contaminate the compost and reduce its value. While the term 
compostable is more highly regulated than the term biodegradable, 
there are still a lot of factors to consider before purchasing 
compostable plastics.

Green wa shing 
Webster’s Dictionary defines greenwashing as, “expressions of 
environmentalist concerns, especially as a cover for products, 
policies, or activities.” CorpWatch expands upon this to include 
“the phenomena of socially and environmentally destructive 
corporations, attempting to preserve and expand their markets 
or power by posing as friends of the environment.” Greenwashing 
occurs when, either to be intentionally misleading or not, companies 
label and market products as environmentally friendly in order 
to capitalize on the growing environmental awareness among 
consumers, without actually providing an environmental benefit. 
Consumers feel better about their choices even though those 
choices may have similar or even worse environmental impacts 
than their previous choice in product. To add insult to injury, 
these products are often more expensive than the ones  
they intend to replace.

Terminology
Pe t rol eum-ba sed p l a s t ic s
These are your conventional plastics. Cheap, plentiful and highly 
resistant to biodegradation. While this is a beneficial quality when 
using the product, it has dangerous end-of-life consequences. 
Since they are produced from fossil fuels, they are also a major 
contributor to climate change and should therefore be avoided 
when purchasing disposable products. To make matters worse, 
petroleum-based plastics can release toxic chemicals into the 
food or beverages that you’re serving. Learn more by reading 
our blog post titled, “Choose Reusables to Avoid Consuming 
Chemicals.”

PFA S 
Poly- and perfluoroalkyl substances are a group of man-made 
chemicals commonly found in food packaging and household 
products, such as nonstick pans and water-resistant fabrics. 
According to the EPA, PFAS can accumulate in the body over time, 
which is why they are also referred to as forever chemicals. They 
lead to adverse health outcomes including cancer, compromised 
immune system function, and hormone disruption.

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/compostable
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/compost
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/greenwashing
https://corpwatch.org/article/greenwash-fact-sheet
https://www.surfrider.org/coastal-blog/entry/choose-reusables-to-avoid-consuming-chemicals
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/basic-information-pfas
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PH A
Polyhydroxyalkanoate (PHA) is an emerging bio-based plastic 
more commonly used in agricultural operations but is being made 
increasingly more available in foodware and medical devices. 
PHA products are produced through bacteria fermentation, which 
has less upstream impacts from other bio-based plastics like 
PLA. PHA products also have a higher heat threshold, which 
reduces the need for chemical processing or additives. Although 
it is still an emerging material and more testing needs to be 
done, PHA shows potential promise to degrade in the natural 
environment without the need of an industrial composting facility. 

PL A
Polylactic Acid (PLA) is a bio-based plastic commonly used in 
foodware and takeout items and marketed as a sustainable 
alternative to traditional plastics. However, despite claims of 
environmental-friendliness, products made from PLA will only  
reach complete degradation at industrial composting facilities  
and often contain high ‘upstream impacts’ from growing the  
plant-based material and processing it into a plastic product.  
PLA plastic will not break down into natural elements in your 
backyard composting pile, the landfill, or most importantly,  
the ocean.

P olys t y rene
Polystyrene is a type of plastic resin commonly manufactured 
from non-renewable fossil fuels and synthetic chemicals into two 
main forms: expanded and rigid. Expanded polystyrene (EPS) foam 
is commonly referred to as StyrofoamTM. EPS foam does not 
biodegrade in our lifetimes and can leach out synthetic chemicals 
over time, especially when heated. One mandatory Ocean Friendly 
Restaurant criteria is that no EPS foam is used. Look for the #6 
recycling symbol to double check if an item is polystyrene. 

For more details and to learn more about bioplastics,  

check out Surfrider’s Bioplastic Glossary or Surfrider’s  

Guidance on Bioplastics.

Terminology

https://www.surfrider.org/
http://beachapedia.org/Polystyrene
http://beachapedia.org/Polystyrene
http://beachapedia.org/Bioplastic_Glossary
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qoIk2CJDJzTI6m9XMy7nXTC6qGI9yXvi7kY-HFOwZ1A/edit?ts=5e1e4e0c
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Be s t Choice
Reusables! A mandatory criterion for the program is that onsite dining must be served on reusables. This includes cups, plates, sauce 
containers, and anything else you use to serve your customers. Eating with reusables elevates the food and customer experience while 
avoiding harmful chemicals and creating less waste. Take it up a notch and expand reusables to your takeout customers. Check out  
page 19 for creative ways to implement more reusables. 

Good A lt ern at i v e
Single-use items made from naturally occurring materials. Paper-based items, bamboo plates, wooden utensils, straws made completely 
from paper, hay, pasta, seaweed, bamboo and more! That said, beware of plastic-lined paper items, as these are not recyclable or home 
compostable. Words to look out for include “plant-based lining”, “poly-coated paper” and “grease resistant,” to name a few. Additionally, a 
number of paper and fiber-based products have been found to contain toxic PFAS. These forever chemicals are added to make some paper 
items more grease-resistant but they can leach into the food we eat, contaminate compost, and ultimately end up in our bodies. For this 
reason, items found to contain PFAS by the Center for Environmental Health are not included in the list below. However, many products 
have not yet been tested, so express caution when purchasing disposable products. 

Avoid 
Plastics and bioplastics. Watch out for greenwashing and terms that do not require certifications. Just because it says “compostable” 
doesn’t mean it will be composted or can be composted at home. Consider the end-of-life of items you’re buying for your customers – 
how will they dispose of it? Don’t pass on that responsibility – take it on yourself! Ultimately, these single-use items are still promoting a 
disposable mindset and should be used sparingly or upon request whenever possible. Words to look out for include “eco-friendly,” “bio-
based,” “degradable,” “PLA,” “planet-friendly” and “green.”

Buying Guide
In an ideal world, reusable items would be the only approved foodware option. Convenient systems would be in place to 

make it easy to use reusables both onsite and on the go. However, we recognize that our society is not quite there yet and 

understand that it will take small, deliberate changes happening on a large scale to reach that goal. Depending upon where 

you’re located, these changes might look different. That’s why we’ve categorized foodware options as either ‘best choice,’ 

‘good alternative,’ or items to ‘avoid.’ We hope this inspires you to find ways to reduce your use of single-use items and make 

more sustainable choices for your business.

We hope you will use this guide to evaluate the products you’re 
currently using, discover products you may not have considered in 
the past, and compare costs. While the upfront cost of reusables 
may be more expensive, remember to consider how long you 
will use them and calculate the cost savings of switching away 
from single-use disposable items over time. Check out the cost 
calculator from ReThink Disposable to estimate your savings and 
break-even point. Please note that costs may vary depending upon 
the quantity purchased or whether wholesale pricing options are 
available in your area. An asterisk (*) next to a vendor indicates 
a Surfrider Ocean Friendly vendor where discounts are available 
for current Ocean Friendly Restaurants. Reach out to your local 
chapter for more information.

https://www.surfrider.org/
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    Item Material Certification &  
Disposal Method Vendor Sizes Cost

Klean Kanteen  
Reusable 
Containers

Stainless Steel Reusable Klean Kanteen 8oz, 16oz
$18.95+ 
Per Box 

Wholesale Available

M’porte Reusable  
Containers Stainless Steel Reusable M’Porte* 50oz

$24.00  
Per Container 

Wholesale Available

EcoLunch Boxes Stainless Steel Reusable EcoLunch Boxes Multiple
$19.99+ 
Per Box

Wholesale Available

Bagcraft Corrugated 
Paper Takeout Box Uncoated Paper

Unbleached Paper,  
Recyclable When 

Clean
Webstaurant Store 4”, 5.5”, 8”

$0.12+
Per Container

Wholesale Available

Foil Takeout Pan Aluminum Foil Recyclable 
When Clean Webstaurant Store 8” round $0.11+

Per Container

Bare by Solo  
Sugarcane 
Containers

Bagasse

BPI Certified 
Compostable in 

Industrial Facility
ASTM D6868

Webstaurant Store
6”, 8”, 9” 

With or Without 
Dividers

$0.11+
Per Container

Avoid: EPS Foam, Bioplastics, Compostable or Biodegradable Plastics, Polypropylene

   

Buying Guide

ta k eou t con ta iner s

Best Choice Good Alternative Avoid * Discounts available for current Ocean Friendly Restaurants

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.kleankanteen.com/collections/food-canisters
https://mporteco.com/
https://ecolunchboxes.com/
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/11987/paper-take-out-boxes.html?vendor=Bagcraft-Papercon
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/8-5-16-round-foil-take-out-pan-heavy-weight-case/61255830.html
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/bare-by-solo-hc6sc-2050-6-square-compostable-sugarcane-takeout-container-case/760HC6SC.html
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    Item Material Certification &  
Disposal Method Vendor Sizes Cost

Mason Jar  
with Handle Glass Reusable Webstaurant Store 16oz $0.66

Per Jar

Steel Cups Stainless Steel Reusable Klean Kanteen 10oz, 16oz
$9.48

Per Cup 
Wholesale Available

Steel Cups Stainless Steel Reusable Steelys Multiple $4.29+
Per Pint

Steel Cups Stainless Steel Reusable The Stainless 
Depot Multiple $3.50

Per Pint

Coconut Cups Coconut Shells Reusable The Coconut King 12oz $1.50
Per Cup

SiliPint Silicone Reusable SiliPint Multiple
$9.95

Per Cup
Wholesale Available

There are limited options available on the current market that meet Surfrider’s standards as a good alternative. Until science  
catches up and options become available, Surfrider cannot provide a recommended good alternative for single-use disposable  
cold cups. Our recommendation is to implement reusables in creative ways that work for your business.

Avoid: EPS foam, Bio-Based Plastics, Compostable Plastics, Petroleum-Based Plastics

   

Buying Guide

col d cup s

Best Choice Good Alternative Avoid * Discounts available for current Ocean Friendly Restaurants

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/acopa-16-oz-mason-jar-drinking-jar-with-handle-case/55316JAR.html
https://www.kleankanteen.com/collections/cups-tumblers
https://steelysdrinkware.com/
https://thestainlessdepotcompany.com/collections/drinkware/products/15oz-standard-pint-cup
https://thestainlessdepotcompany.com/collections/drinkware/products/15oz-standard-pint-cup
http://www.coconutking.com/
https://www.silipint.com/
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    Item Material Certification &  
Disposal Method Vendor Sizes Cost

Enamelware  
Coffee Mug

Porcelain 
Enamel Coated 

Steel
Reusable Webstaurant Store 12oz, 16oz $7.00+

Per Mug

Glass Coffee Mug Stainless Steel Reusable Webstaurant Store Multiple $2.50+
Per Mug

Stoneware  
Coffee Mug Stoneware Reusable Webstaurant Store Multiple $0.85+

Per Mug

Melamine  
Coffee Mug Melamine Reusable Webstaurant Store Multiple $1.40+

Per Mug

There are limited options available on the current market that meet Surfrider’s standards as a good alternative. Until science  
catches up and options become available, Surfrider cannot provide a recommended good alternative for single-use disposable  
cold cups. Our recommendation is to implement reusables in creative ways that work for your business.

Avoid: EPS Foam, Bio-Based Plastics, Compostable Plastics, Petroleum-Based Plastics

   

Buying Guide

ho t cup s

Best Choice Good Alternative Avoid * Discounts available for current Ocean Friendly Restaurants

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/57135/enamelware-cups-mugs-and-saucers.html
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/3709/glass-coffee-mugs-cappuccino-cups-and-saucers.html
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/50893/stoneware-cups-mugs-and-saucers.html
http://webstaurantstore.com/22291/melamine-cups-mugs-and-saucers.html
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    Item Material Certification &  
Disposal Method Vendor Sizes Cost

Glass Straw Glass Reusable Simply Straw* 8” Classic $2.13+
Per Straw 

Stainless  
Steel Straw Stainless Steel Reusable Simply Straw* 8.5” Classic $2.13+

Per Straw 

Silicone Straw Silicone Reusable Simply Straw* 9.75” Angled $1.54
Per Straw

Bamboo Straw Bamboo USDA Organic, 
Reusable Bambu

8” Classic,  
5.75” Cocktail, 

8.5” Jumbo

$1.67+ 
Per Straw 

Stainless 
Steel Straw Stainless Steel Reusable SeaStraws* 7.75” Angled $0.67+ 

Per Straw

Paper Straw Paper FSC, SFI Backyard 
Compostable SeaStraws* 7.75” Classic, 

5.75” Cocktail
$0.04+ 

Per Straw

Paper Straw Paper CMA, SFI Backyard 
Compostable Aardvark*

0.75” Classic, 
7.57” Eco-flex, 
5.75” Cocktail 

8.5” Jumbo

$0.04+ 
Per Straw

Paper Straw Paper Home Compostable Simply Straw* 8” Classic $0.10
Per straw

Hay Straw Grain Stalks Home Compostable Harvest Straws One Size Inquire for pricing

Hay Straw Wheat Stems, 
Plant Stems Home Compostable HayStraws!*

Cocktail, 
Standard, 

Jumbo

$0.02, $0.03, $0.07
Per Straw

Pasta Straw Wheat, Water Home Compostable The Amazing 
Pasta Straw 10” classic $0.07 

Per Straw

Seaweed Straw Seaweed Home Compostable Loliware One size Inquire for pricing

Avoid: Plastics, Bioplastics
Don’t fall victim to greenwashing – if it looks like a plastic straw, it will most likely act like a plastic straw when discarded.

   

Buying Guide

s t r aw s

Best Choice Good Alternative Avoid * Discounts available for current Ocean Friendly Restaurants

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://simplystraws.com/
https://simplystraws.com/
https://simplystraws.com/
https://www.bambuhome.com/
https://seastraws.co/
https://seastraws.co/
https://www.aardvarkstraws.com/
https://simplystraws.com/
http://www.harveststraws.com/
https://www.haystraws.com/pages/shop-hay-wholesale-collection
https://www.pastastraws.org/
https://www.pastastraws.org/
https://www.loliware.com/
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    Item Material Certification &  
Disposal Method Vendor Sizes Cost

Bamboo Utensils Bamboo Reusable Bamboo MN 8” $0.48+
Per Utensil

Stainless Utensils Stainless Steel Reusable Webstaurant Store 8” $0.50+
Per Utensil

Stainless 
Chopsticks Stainless Steel Reusable Webstaurant Store 9” $0.41

Per Set 

Bamboo Utensils Bamboo Certified Organic, 
Home Compostable Bambu 6.5” $0.26

Per Utensil

Wooden Utensils Birch Wood FSC-Certified, 
Home Compostable Eco-gecko 6.5” $0.056

Per Utensil

Edible Spoons Wheat Flour, 
Olive Oil, Salt

Edible or Home 
Compostable Bocado One size $0.67+

Per Spoon

Avoid: Plastics, Bioplastics

   

Buying Guide

ta k eou t u t ensil s

Best Choice Good Alternative Avoid * Discounts available for current Ocean Friendly Restaurants

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.bamboomn.com/
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/
https://www.bambuhome.com/
http://www.eco-gecko.com/
https://bocadoproducts.com/
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    Item Material Certification &  
Disposal Method Vendor Sizes Cost

Coconut Bowls Coconut Shells Reusable, 
Home Compostable Coconut Bowls 18oz, 24oz

$9.71+
Per Bowl 

Wholesale Available

Bamboo Plates Bamboo Certified Organic, 
Home Compostable Bambu 5”, 7”, 9”, 11” 

Square or Round
$0.66+

Per Plate

Bamboo Plates Bamboo FSC-Certified, 
Home Compostable Eco-gecko 7”, 9”, 11” 

Square or Round
$0.60+

Per Plate

Palm Leaf Plates Fallen Palm 
Leaves Home Compostable Eco-gecko

Multiple 
Sizes and 

Shapes

$0.25+
Per Plate

Palm Leaf Bowls Fallen Palm 
Leaves Home Compostable Eco-gecko 4”, 5”, 6”,7” 

Square or Round
$0.19+

Per Bowl

Avoid: Plastics, Bioplastics

   

Buying Guide

p l at e s &  bow l s

Best Choice Good Alternative Avoid * Discounts available for current Ocean Friendly Restaurants

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.coconutbowls.com/
https://www.bambuhome.com/
http://www.eco-gecko.com/
http://www.eco-gecko.com/
http://www.eco-gecko.com/
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Buying Guide

Item Material Certification &  
Disposal Method Vendor Sizes Cost

SiliPint Kids  
Cup with Lid Silicone Reusable Silipint 8oz 

$11.90
Per Cup and Lid
wholesale available

Fiber Lid for Cups Plant Fiber Home Compostable EcoPliant One size $0.085
Per Lid

Paper Food Tray Paper with  
Clay Coating

BPI Certified, 
Compostable in 

Industrial Facility
Eco-Products 1lb, 2lb, 

3lb, 5lb
$0.12+

Per Tray

   

Item Material Certification &  
Disposal Method Vendor Sizes Cost

Round Sauce Cup Stainless Steel Reusable Webstaurant Store 1.5oz, 
2.5oz, 4oz

$0.32
Per Cup

Round Sauce Cup Melamine Reusable Webstaurant Store 2oz, 4oz, 
6oz

$0.33+
Per Cup

Palm Leaf  
Sauce Bowl Palm Leaf Home Compostable Eco-gecko 2” Square $0.13

Per Cup

Avoid: Plastic, Bioplastics

   

o t her

S auce Cup s &  R a mek ins

Best Choice Good Alternative Avoid * Discounts available for current Ocean Friendly Restaurants

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.silipint.com/
https://ecopliant.com/
https://www.ecoproductsstore.com/food_trays.html?_ga=2.13941751.1152323481.1581707961-625228081.1581707961
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/
https://www.webstaurantstore.com/10397/ramekins-and-sauce-cups.html?filter=material:melamine
http://www.eco-gecko.com/
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Co s t Benef i t  Ca l cul at or 
Want to know how much money you can save each year  
by switching to reusable foodware at your business? 
ReThink Disposable’s Foodware Calculator can help  
you estimate:

 • Annual net cost savings from replacing single-use   
    foodware to reusable alternatives
 • Cost of reusable items
 • Current annual usage
 • Payback period
 
Use their worksheets and helpful guide in he following pages or 
find the online cost benefit calculator at:
rethinkdisposable.org/dev/foodware-calculator

Bre a k e v en P oin t *

This is the point at which a reusable product exceeds the value 
of purchasing disposable products, thus recovering your initial 
investment and saving your business money. To calculate this, 
find the cost of the reusable item and divide it by the cost of  
the single-use item. The answer is how many uses it will take  
to recover your investment and begin to see cost savings. 

E x a mp l e: 

Disposable straw = $0.04 Breakeven point
16.74 usesReusable straw = $0.69

In this example, after only 17 uses of your reusable straw,  
you would start to save money and truly reap the benefits  
of transitioning from single-use to reusables.

*The breakeven point is an estimate that does not take into account external added costs associated with reusables. These costs will vary and we encourage you to 
consider all factors when switching to reusables. For a more indepth look at costs, try the Cost Benefit Calculator from ReThink Disposable.

Cost And Benefits 
As great as it is to support sustainability, we understand that you have a bottom line to consider. The cost of products is 

a huge factor in determining what you can purchase for your business. However, the true cost of a product over time can 

be difficult to factor in. Some of the considerations include: lifespan, recurring costs, payback period, end-of-life disposal, 

production process and more. We hope you will consider this wide array of factors when deciding what foodware options fit 

your business.

https://www.surfrider.org/
http://rethinkdisposable.org/dev/foodware-calculator
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Worksheet #1
Estimate your current annual usage and projected annual cost for a specific disposable product. Estimate the percent 

reduction in disposable product and projected annual impact of switching from the disposable product.

1. Enter the name of the disposable item you are  
 considering replacing.
2. Enter the case quantity of the item.
3. Enter the cost per case of the item.
4. Enter the estimated number of cases you purchase per year.
5. Enter the unit cost (Column 3 ÷ Column 2).
6. Enter the projected annual usage (Column 2 x Column 4). 

7. Enter the projected annual cost (Column 6 x Column 5).
8. Enter the estimated % reduction of disposable product when  
 you implement the resuable option.
9. Enter the projected annual usage after reusable products are  
 implemented (Column 6 - (Column 6 x Column 8)).
10. Enter the estimate annual cost of disposables after resuable  
   products are implemented (Column 9 x Column 5).

FILL IN THE TABLE TO ESTIMATE YOUR PROJECTED ANNUAL IMPACT OF SWITCHING TO DISPOSABLES

Item Case 
Quantitiy Case Cost

Estimated 
Cases Used 

Per Year

Unit 
Cost

Projected 
Annual 
Usage

Projected 
Annual 

Cost 

Estimated % 
Reduction of 
Disposable 

Product

Projected 
Annual Usage 

After Resuable 
Products Are 
Implemented

Estimated 
Annual Cost of 

Disposables

Cups 1,000 $50.00 24 $0.05 24,000 $1,200 50% 12,000 $600

   

https://www.surfrider.org/
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1. Impact of Disposables Reduction
 a. Enter the projected annual quantity reduction (Worksheet 1 Column 9 - Worksheet 1 Column 6).
 b. Enter the projected annual cost impact (Worksheet 1 Column 10 - Worksheet 1 Column 7).
 c. Transfer the estimated perfect reduction from Worksheet 1 Column 8.

2. Costs of Reusables
 a. Input your set-up costs, including,  cost of the reusable product and costs of any new equipment and infrastructure.
 b. Input any annual on-going costs, including, any labor costs, ongoing purchases (dish soap, sponges, replacements due to   
  loss or breakage, and anticipated increase in regular bills).
 c. Input any ongoing savings as as negative here, such as, reductions in your waste hauling fees.

3. Cost-Benefit Analysis
 a. Calculate the payback period for any set-up costs (Column -2a ÷ Column 1b) x 12 months.
 b. Calculate your annual cost savings after payback period (Column 1b + Column 2b + 2c). This number takes into account  
  your annual on-going costs from 2b.

IMPACT OF DISPOSABLES REDUCTION COSTS OF REUSABLES COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS

Item (1A) 
Annual 

Quantity

(1B)
Annual 

Cost

(1C)
Percentage 

Change

(2A)
Set-up 
Costs

(2B) 
Annual 

Ongoing Costs

(2C)
Annual 

Ongoing 
Savings

(3A)
Payback 
Period

(3B) 
Annual Cost 
Impact After 

Payback Period

Cups -12,000 -$600.00 -50% $100.00 $125.00 -$180.00 2 -$655.00

   

Worksheet #2
Do a cost-benefit analysis and estimate the payback period of switching from a disposable product to a reusable one.  

This worksheet will help you understand the cost of implementation and any annual cost savings. 

https://www.surfrider.org/
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Interpreting Your Results
Your results are divided into three categories:

 • Impact of your disposables reduction    
 • Cost of new reusable 
 • Savings or cost of making the switch

In the example above, a restaurant reduced its disposable cup 
usage by 50% (Column 1c) by providing reusable cups. Their 
quantity reduction (Column 1a) is negative because this is how 
many disposable cups they did NOT buy. They bought 50% less 
and they also had a negative annual cost (Column 1b) of -$600.00. 
They had a set-up cost of $100.00 (Column 2a) which reflect the 
purchase of reusable cups. Annual ongoing costs (Column 2b) 
were $125.00 in this example, which includes items like sponges, 
soap, labor, and replacements for loss or breakage. Annual ongoing 
savings (Column 2c) will be entered as a negative, reflecting any 
savings on waste, energy and water bills. In the example above,
 the savings equaled -$180.00 annually. 

The Cost-Benefit Analysis area of the table reflects a two-month 
payback period (Column 3a) which is the period of time required 
to pay back the “set-up costs” before the restaurant owner begins 
to accrue savings. The annual cost impact after payback period 

(Column 3b) is negative, because it reflects a savings of $655.00 
per year.

When you interpret your own results, be aware that if you do not 
receive a negative figure in the annual savings area, it indicates 
that your annual ongoing costs outweigh the cost savings reaped 
through the reduction of disposables. 

These worksheets can help you compare the cost of using specific 
reusable foodware to the cost of a specific disposable product. 
Depending on your implementation plan, there may be other cost-
related factors to consider. 

ReThink Disposable helps businesses save money and reduce 
waste by switching to reusable foodware for dine-in. If you would 
like to learn more about how you can eliminate single-use foodware 
products, please visit rethinkdisposable.org. If your business is 
located in the San Francisco Bay Area you may be eligible for free 
technical assistance and a mini-grant to support your efforts. For 
more information please contact Clean Water Action’s ReThink 
Disposable program at rethinkdisposable@cleanwater.org or call 
415.369.9160.

https://www.surfrider.org/
http://www.rethinkdisposable.org/
mailto:rethinkdisposable%40cleanwater.org?subject=
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Creative Ideas To  
Implement Reusables
It can be challenging to shift away from single-use altogether. A culture of convenience has all but demanded the availability 

of single-use takeout items. But with a little creative thinking, you can make more reusable items available for takeout. 

Check out some of our favorite ways to offer reusables for your customers!

BYO Dis coun t
Sometimes the simplest ideas can have the greatest impacts. 
Offering a discount to customers who bring their own reusables 
will incentivize them to return to your establishment (with their 
reusables!) time and time again. There are many variations to a 
BYO discount. You may choose to offer either a percentage or a 
set amount off their purchase, a free topping or customization, or 
a stamp on a loyalty card that builds toward a bigger reward. The 
options are endless and we encourage you to find something that 
works for your business. 

Ta k eou t L ibr a ry
One of our favorite ideas to increase the availability of reusables 
while building a sense of community is to install a takeout library. 
This can include mugs, mason jars, miscellaneous containers, and 
more. The items for the library are often thrifted or donated, which 
can keep costs down for your business. The idea is simple: take 
an item, leave an item. Customers can simply opt in to using one 
of the available items for their order and leave with it. If they are a 
regular or local customer, they will drop it back off or bring in any 
items they may have at home to donate. While this does largely  
rely on the generosity of customers, it often builds a loyal group  
of people and a strong sense of community. While unconventional, 
the success of implementing a takeout library may surprise you.  

Sel l ing Br a nded M at eri a l s
Having reusable products for sale can help ease your customers 
in their transition to reusables while marketing your brand as 
an environmentally-conscious business. Offer to sanitize new 
purchases so your customers can use them right away or give 
a discount on their total if they purchased a reusable item with 
their meal. Consumers love to align themselves with their favorite 
businesses and, if you’re selling quality items, they will use their 
reusables outside of your business, further spreading the word 
that your company cares. 

Buil d t he Co s t in t o t he Price
We understand that no one wants to raise prices but upping the 
cost of your goods so they are served in reusable containers might 
just pay off. Studies have shown that consumers are willing to pay 
more for things they view as sustainable, with one concluding that 
35% of consumers are willing to pay 25% more than the original 
price if they felt it was a sustainable choice. The environment 
has been increasingly on everyone’s mind and plastic pollution 
awareness has recently reached an all-time high. Your dedication  
to reducing single-use plastics will build a loyal customer base  
that generally won’t mind paying a little more to feel better about 
their choices. 

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://www.cgsinc.com/en/infographics/CGS-Survey-Reveals-Sustainability-Is-Driving-Demand-and-Customer-Loyalty
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Don’ t  Prov ide T o-Go F oodwa re
While this might sound a bit drastic, especially in the age of 
takeout, simply not providing to-go containers is a refreshing 
practice taken right out of history. To-go items were not always 
viewed as a necessity and we firmly believe that not providing 
these items is crucial in the shift away from single-use items and 
toward a more sustainable future. Imagine a slower paced lifestyle, 
where you stop for a coffee and actually sit down to enjoy it. If 
you’re in a hurry, you simply bring your own container. This option is 
a culture shift brought to reality. It encourages a pause in the hectic 
lives of consumers and truly fosters a sense of community among 
customers who enjoy the simpler things in life. This option is the 
most cost-effective and easy to implement: start spreading the 
word and enjoy your dramatic reduction in single-use plastics! 

Reus a bl e Re t urn Progr a ms
If the idea of starting your own reusable takeout program seems 
daunting, don’t fret! Reusable-return programs are starting to pop 
up across the county. They can be structured differently but the 
general idea is simple: your restaurant joins the program, they 
take care of the rest! This includes providing you with takeout 
containers and organizing the collection, sanitation, and return of 
the containers. With reusable-return programs, these companies 
often take on most of the responsibility and make it easy to provide 
your customers with reusable takeout choices. An example of an 
exciting start-up is Dispatch Goods. We encourage you to check if 
there are any in your area. One thing to keep an eye out for - make 
sure their containers are not plastic. While consumers may be able 
to reuse them for the foreseeable future, these plastic containers 
will eventually break up into smaller pieces and contribute to the 
growing issue of plastic pollution. 

Reus a bl e Member ship  Progr a m or Ren ta l s
Similar to a takeout library, this incorporates a similar idea but 
in order to use the item, customers must be part of an existing 
member program or provide a rental deposit. The deposit helps 
to cover your costs as well as instill a sense of responsibility with 
the customer – if they lose or damage the container, they lose the 
deposit. It’s up to you to decide how this program would work best 
in your restaurant, but the possibilities are endless. You just need 
to keep a certain amount of reusable takeout containers on hand 
for the members or renters to use and each customer would 
return the container to collect their deposit. A member program 
may include a card or token to be collected and returned to the 
customer when they return their container. Members of your 
reusable takeout program will keep coming back and relish being 
a part of your exclusive sustainability program. 

https://www.surfrider.org/
https://dispatchgoods.com/home

