School Waste Reduction and Recycling Tips and Tricks

Starter list – as of February 2010 prepared by Thurston County Solid Waste
	Reduce, Reuse, Recycling, Disposal Options for School Lunchrooms 

	Product
	Reduce
	Reuse
	Recycle 
	Dispose

	Trays
	
	Durable Plastic
	Paper (compostable)
	Styrofoam

	Utensils
	
	Metal or durable plastic utensil that can be washed or reused
	Compostable Bioware
	Plastic utensils, plastic straws and paper napkins are usually part of a kit in a plastic bag

	Straws
	Don’t provide straws; many of them go into the trash unused anyway, end up on the floor or are used as “spit-ball” delivery devices 
	
	Compostable Bioware
	

	Napkins
	Instead of taking a stack of napkins, take one; return if another is needed – have volunteers hand out napkins
	Bring a cloth napkin from home
	Paper (compostable)
	

	Bowls and boats
	Place food directly onto tray
	Durable plastic
	Paper (compostable)
	Plastic

	Food wrappers
	Avoid
	
	Paper (compostable)
	Foil – Plastic clamshells

	Condiments
	Encourage reasonable portions
	Use refillable dispensers
	
	Single serving packets

	Milk
	Use a dispenser or allow students to refuse milk
	Allow students to return unopened cartons
	Paper milk cartons (compostable)
Milk in aseptic boxes
	Milk in aseptic foil pouches

	Cups for milk
	
	Durable plastic
	Waxed paper (compostable)
	Plastic 

	Food
	Encourage “reasonable” portions
Promote the “take what you want – eat what you take” message for food from the salad bar 
	Encourage students who pack their own lunch to take what they don’t eat home.

Have a box for unopened packaged foods and uneaten fruit for reuse.
	Organics collection
	Extra food thrown in garbage, deposited in landfill


Products & Purchasing
· Check with suppliers to see if purchases could be delivered in fewer, larger cartons.  Also, ask suppliers about the packaging of materials: Are the items individually wrapped? Could you reduce or eliminate unneeded packaging? 

· Require deliveries to be shipped in returnable containers (e.g. durable crates).

· Buy products in bulk or in concentrated form.*  Use refillable or regular containers of salt, pepper and condiments to avoid individual condiment packets.  Students often grab a handful of condiment packets, and the unopened extras end up in the trash.

· Buy shelf-stable products in bulk when sales volumes and storage space allows.

· Check your produce deliveries carefully for rotten or damages products, and return any substandard products.

· Use daily production charts to minimize over prepping and unnecessary waste.

· Consider buying your lettuce pre-cut during those times of the year when the pre-cut cost is equal to (or less than) the cost of bulk product to cut down on employee waste during handling, washing, and prepping.

· Cover refrigerated foods with reuseable plastic covers rather than with plastic wrap or aluminum foil.

· Choose items that are durable, repairable, and/or recyclable. 

· Un-opened packaged foods that do not require refrigeration or heating can be collected and saved for reuse (such as applesauce cups, saltine crackers, etc).*  DISTRICT/PRINCIPAL/KITCHEN STAFF/LUNCH EAs
· Quite a bit of lunch waste is generated self-serve salad bars.  Students often scoop more fruit and other sides onto their trays than they can eat, and the remains go into the trash bin untouched.  Encourage students to take only what they can eat from the salad bar.  This works better when students are allowed to return for seconds.  DISTRICT/PRINCIPAL/KITCHEN STAFF/LUNCH EAs

· Reducing waste and costs for milk:

· Many schools have cut down on wasted milk by allowing students to decide whether or not to take milk, or even to choose between white and chocolate milk each day.  DISTRICT/PRINCIPAL/KITCHEN STAFF
· Many schools reuse un-opened milk cartons, which poses no health risk as long as the cartons are sealed and cool to the touch.  Students should set reusable items on a designated tray next to milk/juice dumping bucket.  DISTRICT/PRINCIPAL/KITCHEN STAFF 

Schools that have milk dispensers and durable cups can significantly cut down on waste, and often purchasing and disposal costs.  The absence of cartons reduces the capacity need in the organics dumpster, and nearly 5 times less milk is wasted (see table below).  Durable cups also make dumping liquids at the end of the lunch period easier and less time consuming for students.   
Comparing Milk Cartons to the Use of a Milk Dispenser*
	 
	Daily
	Weekly
	Yearly

	 
	Cartons
	Dispenser Bags
	Cartons
	Dispenser Bags
	Cartons
	Dispenser

	Number of cartons or dispenser bags
	500
	1 or 2
	2,500
	7 or 8
	90,000
	250 - 300

	Number 32 gal bags for collection – cubic yards
	2.5 bags
.4 cu yd
	?
	12.5 bags
2 cu yd
	?
	450
72 cu yd
	?

	Gallons of wasted milk 
	4.5
	1
	22.5
	5
	810
	180

	Equivalent number of full cartons wasted
	72
	16
	360
	80
	12,960
	2880


* Dispenser data including the amount of wasted milk gathered at Centennial Elementary School in Olympia in October, 2009.  Data on wasted milk from schools serving milk in cartons gathered from multiple schools in Thurston County participating in Food to Flowers in 2009. Data based on the following assumptions:

· Approx. 210 milk cartons in a 32-gallon Brute or 6.5 milk cartons per gallon 
· Approx. 630 milk cartons in a 96-gallon toter 

· Each 32-gallon Brute = approx. .16 cubic yards.  Each 96-gallon toter = .5 yards 
· 202 gallons in a cubic yard

· 1,313 milk cartons in a cubic yard 
· Milk weights approx. 8.6 lbs. per gallon
· Each dispenser bag holds 5 gallons 
Purchase Reusable and Recyclable Products
· Order reusable service ware: reusable flatware, trays, cups and other items not only save valuable resources, they can save the district money.*  Consider flatware: a school feeding 400 hot lunch students with disposable cutlery packets orders 72,000 of them per year.  That’s about 860 extra pounds of garbage!  It would cost just over $200 for a set of 600 metal forks and 600 spoons that would last several years.  
DISTRICT/PRICIPAL/FACULTY

· Organize a student letter writing campaign to your school district’s purchasing department explaining the need for reusable service ware.  FACULTY/PTA-PTO
· Sometime the upfront cost of reusables is a deal breaker for the district.  Parent-Teacher groups in some schools purchase milk dispensers or metal flatware with existing funds, or hold fundraisers for the cause.  PTA-PTO

· While items that can be reused are ideal, this is not always possible.  In this case, try to purchase materials that can be recycled (preferably composted).  If a milk dispenser is not possible in your school or district, paper milk cartons are preferable rather than plastic containers or foil pouches.  Avoid purchasing products made from Styrofoam.  DISTRICT/PRINCIPAL/FACULTY 

In many schools, packaging from cold lunches makes up a significant portion of landfill-bound trash.

· Educate students and staff on the need to decrease usage of disposable food containers and utensils.  

· Start a bag reuse campaign for lunch sacks and encourage reusable lunch containers.*

· Encourage students & staff to pack a Waste-Free lunch with reusable cups/mugs, plates and utensils.*  FACULTY/PRINCIPAL

· Parents can help cut down on trash by packing metal silverware, refillable thermoses for drinks and soup, and buying snacks in bulk and packing them in reusable containers.  http://www.epa.gov/osw/education/lunch.htm.  STUDENTS/PTA-PTO/ALL PARENTS

· To encourage waste-free habits from students who bring lunch from home, purchase a reusable container, like sandwich boxes or drink bottles, with the school’s logo to send home with each student.  PTA-PTO.

· Hold a school wide “Waste-Free Lunch Day.”  Promotional messages may include: “Take or bring only what you will eat” and “Bring reusable containers and lunch sacks for your home lunches.” Weigh trash to measure the effects of your efforts and share them with the school.  Periodically weigh trash to determine if the event helped reduce waste throughout the year.*

· Establish and promote the use tap water (filtered if necessary) rather than bottled water for students.*

· Examples: www.progressivekid.com/shop/BottledWaterTrouble.aspx http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/8141569.stm

Lunchroom

Sort line: 
· The order of bins in the sort line should remain the same each day.  Changing the order of the bins confuses students and staff, slows down the progression of the line and causes contamination in the organics bin.  CUSTODIAN/LUNCH STAFF/LUNCH EAs

· Make sure students have enough room to flow through the sort line easily.  A sort-line that is cramped or dead ends in a corner leads to back-ups that slow down the flow of students and creates spills and messes.  CUSTODIAN/LUNCH EAs
· A few schools have found that they only need the sort line signs up for the initial few weeks of the program, and for a week or two when students return from breaks.  Leaving them up longer slows down the line because students stare at the pictures even though they know what goes in each bin.  CUSTODIAN/LUNCH EAs
· Teachers and lunch EAs in many schools encourage or require students to separate organics and recyclables from the plastic on their trays before heading to the sort line.  Presorting speeds up the line and reduces contamination. PRINCIPAL/FACULTY/LUNCH EAs/STUDENTS

· Foods like mashed potatoes can be difficult to remove from trays, and slow down sort lines.  Slapping trays hard against the garbage cans to remove the food can cause messy splatters and damage trays.  Have students use rubber spatulas from the kitchen to scrape sticky foods from their tray.  LUNCH STAFF/EAs/STUDENTS
Volunteers: Student volunteers at the sort line are an essential part of the Food to Flowers program.  Their watchful eyes not only hold other students accountable for what goes in the bins, daily involvement helps them take ownership of the program.
· Generating a group of volunteers works best when the responsibility falls on more than one classroom.  In some schools, it involves one or more entire grades.  This way, teachers worried about losing in-class time don’t have to excuse students so frequently.  FACULTY/PRINCIPAL
· Schools with student clubs find these are often a source of eager volunteers.  Leadership, science and environmental clubs are great places to start.  PRINCIPAL/FACULTY

· Instead of pre-organizing volunteers, one school has a special green pylon cone that an EA places on a different table each day.  Students at that table then self-select two volunteers.  PRINCIPAL/FACULTY/ LUNCH EAs

Lunchroom staff involvement: Schools with successful Food to Flowers programs involve all staff members to ensure the success of the program.  

· Communicate often with the lunch time EAs or teachers that oversee students in the cafeteria.  Make sure they know what classroom the volunteers are coming from in case of no-shows and provide them with an avenue to give feedback to those teachers.  FACULTY/PRINCIPAL
Garbage & Recycling Collection and Reduction 
Building/facilities:
· Level of service = cost

· Some schools keep a larger dumpster than needed on site in case of periodic purges, and this unnecessary service level is costly for the district.  Instead, require staff to give a week’s notice before throwing out large quantities of waste, so a larger or extra container can be arranged, and order a supplementary dumpster during predictable periods of mass purging, such as the beginning and end of the year.  CUSTODIAN/DISTRICT 

· Monitor how full garbage, organics, and other recycling containers get each week just before pick-up.  Reduce the size of the containers and/or the frequency of collection to reduce collection costs when possible. CUSTODIAN

· Determine whether multiple garbage cans around the building are necessary (in hallways, classrooms, etc).  An abundance of cans usually means more work for the custodian and wasteful purchase and disposal of more bags/liners when each can is only partially full.  Find ways that multiple classrooms or areas can share disposal facilities.  CUSTODIAN/PRINCIPAL/FACULTY 

· Use plastic trash liners made of recycled HDPE instead of one made of LDPE or LLDPE.  They contain less raw material, work equally well for most uses, and generally cost less.

· For a recycling program to be effective there must be a recycling receptacle for every garbage receptacle.  These containers should be placed side-by-side in order for the most effective sorting of materials. Make sure all of the recycling bins are clearly and properly labeled.* CUSTODIAN

· Illegal dumping of materials from the community contaminates recycling and is costly for the school.  If collection containers are not in a secured area, ask your hauler to provide a free lock for each container.  DISTRICT/CUSTODIAN

· Paper towels from bathrooms and classroom often make up a substantial portion of disposed waste.  Schools can divert them from the landfill by composting them.  Many elementary schools designate existing bathroom waste bins as paper towels only, since there is seldom any garbage generated in these areas.  If classrooms have sinks, special bins are added for paper towel collection.   Some schools switch from paper towels to air dryers; cost analyses show that after less than one year, the initial cost of an air dryer and the energy that powers it is offset by the cost of paper towels.  Additionally, air dryers save busy custodians from restocking, collecting, and cleaning up paper towels in the bathrooms.  DISTRICT/PRINCIPAL/CUSTODIAN/PTA-PTO   
· If your school is not recycling yet, set up a program to recycle at least two material types (i.e. paper and plastic containers, or paper and cardboard). Be sure to provide recycling containers and clear signs for a successful program.*  
· Expand an existing recycling program by at least one material type and run a campaign to promote the new addition to the program.  If more bins are needed, contact your local jurisdiction or hauler to see if they can give you more bins or determine other means to have the appropriate amount of bins.

· Research composting or vermicomposting options available to your school. Determine the steps necessary to start composting at the school.* 

· Start a worm bin in at least 1 classroom* 

· Work with and mentor another class or school to start a worm bin.*
· Set up a program to compost yard debris from school grounds either on-site or offsite.*
· Plant drought tolerant landscaping and use resultant compost from above as a soil amendment and/or mulch.*
· Start “grasscycling.”  Leaving grass clippings on the lawn/athletic fields reduces mowing time for landscapers and clippings return valuable nutrients to the soil as they decompose.*
· Hold an end-of-year locker cleanout and gather school supplies for reuse.*
· Hold a student-run reuse exchange event/fair/garage sale.*
· Create a book recycling program for your old library books or textbooks to send to a school or community in need.*
During lunch:
· If time allows between lunch periods, wheel or carry the entire Brute out to the organics dumpster and dump the Brute without removing the bag and then return it to the lunchroom.  Or, consolidate material from bins with relatively small amounts of material before hauling them out to the dumpsters.  This reduces the number of bags the district needs to purchase and the time and labor required to move bins to the collection containers multiple times.  CUSTODIAN

· Stretch bags over the handles of 32 and 44 gallon Brute containers during lunch.  This keeps food and other debris from accumulating in the open lip of the container’s handles where it is difficult to clean.  Punch two holes in garbage bags near the top on opposite sides of the container to allow air to escape from between the sides of the container and the bag.  This allows the bag to open fully in the container.  CUSTODIAN

· Place flattened cardboard at the bottom of the large tipping cart used to take the organics and garbage out to the dumpsters.  This can significantly reduce the need to rinse out the cart to clean up liquids and other debris that may drip from or fall out of the bags. CUSTODIAN

· Drill ½ inch holes in the side of the Brute containers behind the handles to let the air out between the bag and the side of the container – this makes it easier to fully open the bag in the container. CUSTODIAN
Promotion & Education

Awareness:  Schools with successful recycling programs create an awareness of the program that exists outside of just the lunch room.  
· Signage: students make posters and other artwork that captures the goals, functions or results of the program to display in the hallways.  The students and staff are reminded why they take the extra time to sort their waste at lunchtime, and visitors who never step into the lunchroom can see how their entire school community is helping to foster environmentally friendly practices. FACULTY/PRINCIPAL
· Faculty, commonly math and science teachers, can find ways to integrate different aspects of the program into their lesson plans (ie, field trips to Silver Springs, using actual weights from garbage/organics in algebra class, etc.).  FACULTY/PRINCIPAL

· Thurston County’s Solid Waste Educators also teach a variety of free presentations on waste reduction and a variety of other topics that tie into what the students are learning at lunch.  See attached brochure for details.  FACULTY/PRINCIPAL

· Give a presentation to school board, PTA, or other appropriate group, proposing a new district policy or procedures that would address waste reduction and recycling issues.*
· Establish an Environmental Club, Recycling Club, or other club that focuses on environmental issues in your school and community.*
· Design a campaign to educate other students at your school about the recycling, waste reduction or composting actions at your school.*
· Have older students teach younger students about recycling, waste reduction, composting, etc.* 

· Design a display for the foyer, commons, cafeteria or other public space to educate students and staff about your school’s recycling, waste reduction or composting actions.*
· Have students create and perform a skit, puppet show, or other type of entertainment about recycling, waste reduction or composting in your school to the school, community, or another school.*
· Make a public service announcement film or radio ad about recycling, waste reduction or composting in your school and involve your local media.*
· Mentor another school in your school district or county to improve its recycling, waste reduction or composting practices.*
· Establish a relationship with a school internationally with similar academic/environmental goals so students can be engaged with the global community. Share information with whole school community.*
· Don’t forget to ask staff for their input and assistance on what can be done to reduce waste.  Reward then for good ideas (such as public praise).  Including employees in the decision making process will help ensure participation in your efforts to reduce waste, and will result in higher productivity, better morale, and lower costs.

Awards & Recognition: Recognizing students and staff for their hard work is key to a sustainable program.  
· Awards given by School Boards and Superintendents help to acknowledge Food to Flowers schools as the district’s leaders in environmentally friendly practices.  DISTRICT
· The custodians (or occasionally the lunch staff) put in a lot of extra work hauling, dumping, and sorting contamination out of organics bins.  Recognizing their efforts specifically is a great way to demonstrate to both the school and outside community how hard they work to ensure the program is running smoothly. PRINCIPAL/DISTRICT
· Create some sort of fun way for students to become more involved with the Food to Flowers program’s success.  In schools where lunches are broken into distinct lunch periods, challenge each group to compete to see who can have the lowest contamination rate in the organics bin, and have the custodian determine the winner.  PRINCIPAL/FACULTY

· Create a school wide recognition program for students who participate in waste reduction and recycling activities outside of the classroom and/or have students partner with community groups, non-profits, or businesses on conservation related projects.*
Data Collection & Evaluation

· Choose a group of students to conduct a waste sort audit of the entire school to determine what materials in what proportions make up your school’s waste.  
· Use data from the waste audit to start or improve the recycling program at your school. Set a specific goal and implement a plan to make improvements.*  Conduct periodic waste sort audits measure progress.  FACULTY/PRINCIPAL

· Communicate results with students and staff; allow students and staff a chance to suggest ways to reduce waste in the school.* Consider operating a student and/or staff suggestion system that offers rewards for good waste reduction ideas.  CUSTODIAN/PRINCIPAL/FACULTY

· To monitor the how well the Food to Flowers program is working, assign students to weigh lunch waste materials every few weeks.  If the percentage of organic material collected slips from 90% to 50% since the last time weights were taken, this may be a red flag that some part of the program needs attention.  PRINCIPAL/CUSTODIAN/FACULTY

· Talk with the custodian regarding the recycling habits of the students and staff at your school. Ask if he/she has any recommendations for changes that could be made to improve the program. If feasible, implement those recommendations.* PRINCIPAL/FACULTY

· Research three local or international schools to find out what they are doing to recycle and reduce waste, and how they are measuring and evaluating their results. Present your findings to the school community or other appropriate audience.*
· Have students calculate the school’s “ecological or global footprint” using one of the many online calculators, and present information, findings and recommendations to the school community or other appropriate audience.*  Example:  http://www.globalfootprints.org/issues/footprint/councquiz1.htm
· Consider working closely with your garbage hauler; they may be able to generate monthly or quarterly waste reports.  These reports could provide you with recycling weights, garbage weights, garbage units, and/or a breakdown of materials collected.  Such a report would allow you to monitor behavior and provide insight on ways to improve and cut costs.  PRINCIPAL/CUSTODIAN
·  Always set goals, targets, and timelines for waste reduction.  DISTRICT/PRINCIPAL/FACULTY
Ongoing Tech Assistance

· Ask Thurston County’s Educators for help when needed.  ALL
· Communicate frequently with other schools participating in the program.  If you are experiencing issues with some aspect of the program, another school has probably come across this too, and could offer helpful tips and solutions.  Many custodians have gone to observe other participating schools to check out their method of operations. FACULTY/CUSTODIAN/PRINCIPAL
Office/Administration

· Use one-sided prints for scratch pads/drafts. Place labeled trays for reuse paper in each classroom and office.  Encourage paper reuse.*
· Create and promote policy of double-sided photocopying and printing, and provide instructions to photocopier users.  Set printer to default to double-sided printing and encourage double-sided copying and printing.*
· Use email instead of paper copies for one or more regularly issued newsletters, bulletins or memos.*
· Reduce print runs based on number of leftover copies, or “right size” the paper used (i.e. use half sheets), or encourage the double checking of formatting documents so that one or two lines do not carry over to the final page. Brainstorm and document other methods.*
· Promote “paper free” days at least twice during the school year.*
· Establish, promote and monitor a reuse station for supplies such as file folders and envelopes.*
· Purchase office paper and paper products that contain at least 30% recycled content and that are chlorine-free.*
· Recycle toner cartridges, and purchase remanufactured toner cartridges.  Remanufactured toner and ink jet cartridges, “remans” for short, offer equivalent quality, performance, and yield compared to new cartridge standards.  The cost of remans are 30% - 60% less than new cartridges on a cost per-copy basis.

· Order supplies by phone or email rather than fax.
· When ordering supplies look at durable goods such as refillable, low-odor dry erase board markers.

· Recycle all paper products, including post-its, colored paper, envelopes and un-useable file folders.  Per ton, paper recycling saves 17 trees, 400 gallons of oil, three cubic yards of landfill space, 4,000 kilowatts of energy and 7,000 gallons of water, as well as keeping 60 pounds of effluents out of the air and reducing water pollution by 35%.

· Reuse one-sided scrap paper for printing drafts or taking notes. 

· Use e-mail and the phone as your primary interoffice communication tools. This saves reams of paper and is more convenient.

· Set up a surplus supply database for employees so that they may reuse/share before making new purchases.  If such a system is already in place, frequently remind them of the system or mandate that the surplus database be searched before a new purchase can be made.


Staff Break Room

· If teachers are not in the cafeteria with students at lunch time, they may never see the program in action.  Adding an organics bin in the staff break room allows them to build a familiarity with the program and be directly involved in the school’s waste diversion.  PRINCIPAL/FACULTY
· Replace disposable plates, glasses and cups in the staff break room with durable products.*
· Purchase and reuse durable, reusable party/holiday decorations.*
