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Food to Flowers Program Overview

What is the Food to Flowers program?

The Food to Flowers (F2F) is a grant-funded initiative to help Thurston County schools plan and
implement programs to compost their cafeteria food waste and food-soiled paper, and to expand and
improve their overall waste reduction and recycling efforts. This includes working with school districts
to design their meal programs to be as waste-free as possible. Examples of the kinds of changes the
program helps school implement include replacing disposable plastic utensils with durable flatware,
eliminating the use of straws, and replacing condiment packets with bulk dispensers.

What schools are participating and how are they doing?

As of June 2011, about 8,800 students from 18 schools were participating in the F2F program including
students in the Griffin, North Thurston, Rochester, Tumwater, Rainier, Tenino and Olympia School
Districts." Since the program started in April 2008, almost 200 tons of food and soiled paper have been
collected for composting from F2F schools. The average percentage of lunchroom waste collected for
composting at these schools is 86%. And some F2F schools have significantly reduced their total
garbage and recycling collection costs. For example, the Griffin School District reduced their collection
fees by 36% or about $4,000 a year after they launched their F2F program.

How do schools join the program?

The F2F program is completely voluntary. F2F staff only provide assistance to schools that request their
help. These requests can come from students, parents, administrators, teachers or other school staff.
In response to these requests, F2F staff will assess a school’s readiness to successfully launch and
sustain the program. This assessment includes ensuring that those who are interested in starting a F2F
program at their school understand these four key points:

1. Planning and launching a successful F2F program is a complex and challenging undertaking and
may require a significant initial investment of time and a sustained commitment to ensuring the
program’s long-term success.

2. The changes they are making are “forever” — this is not a standard school project with a start
and end date. Implementing a F2F program will require making permanent changes in the way
the school operates and will require the involvement of the entire school community.

3. Itis essential to involve facilities and food service staff in planning the program and to design the
program so it “works for them.”

4. The program needs to designed in a way that ensures it will continue when the motivated
students and staff who led the effort to get the program started are no longer involved.

! Although two Olympia School District (OSD) schools participate in Thurston County’s F2F program, F2F staff do not generally
provide support to OSD schools because most of them are within Olympia's City limits and are supported by the City of Olympia’s
Waste Resources Department. As of November, 2010, 10 of Olympia's 19 schools had implemented an organics collection
system including the two schools that are part of the County’s F2F program.
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What are the keys to a successful Food to Flowers program?

Although each school’s program will be unique in some ways, every school needs to take these four
basis steps to receive assistance from the F2F program. These steps were identified based on the
lessons learned about what was required to launch and sustain a successful F2F program at the schools
that are now participating in the program.

1. Form a Food to Flowers program planning team

This team should include a single primary point of contact who is responsible for the
coordination of the program at their school. This team should include food service and custodial
staff and ideally would include a principal or vice-principal. This team should coordinate their
planning with key District-level administrative staff.

2. Plan to be waste-free by eliminating disposables

At a minimum, schools that use spork kits need to replace them with either individual napkins
and unwrapped plastic sporks or with durable flatware. Schools are also strongly encouraged to
stop using straws and to eliminate or significantly reduce the use of condiment packets and
replace them with bulk dispensers. The use of spork kits, straws, and condiment packets
significantly increases the level of contamination of the organics collected for composting,
increases the workload for custodial staff, and slows down the sort lines.

3. Ensure there are sort-line monitors at every lunch, every day

A school needs to establish an effective system to ensure there are sort-line monitors at every
lunch, every day. Usually these are student volunteers. Without these monitors, the risk that
the organics will be contaminated and that durable flatware will be lost increase significantly.

4. Measure and share results and celebrate success

There is no way to know the impact of the program on a school’s recycling rate and on its
operating costs without accurate data. Schools are strongly encouraged to provide data to F2F
program staff on garbage and recycling costs, to assist in the collection of other program data,
and to share the results with their school community, with the District as a whole, and with the
larger community.

Schools also need to be prepared to cover the following costs:

Staffing costs including staff time dedicated to program planning and monitoring.
Utility costs including garbage and recycling collection costs.
Maijor facility modifications.
Although the F2F program will provide an initial set of some kinds of “operating” supplies to help a
school get started, a school needs to be prepared to cover the ongoing cost of supplies such as:
V" Specialty can liners like compostable bags
v Gloves
v Replacement flatware
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What kind of support can the Food to Flowers program provide to schools?
The F2F program can provide technical assistance and training and can cover some program start-up
costs. Examples of the kind of support the program can provide to schools include:

e Assist in the planning, design and implementation of the program.

e Conduct assemblies and assist in planning other program kick-off activities.

e Provide staff support in the lunchroom for 2 weeks during program start-up.

e Assist in the collection and analysis of program data.

e Prepare reports on the impact of the program on the school’s waste stream and collection costs.

e Conduct follow-up visits to gather data, assess how things are going, and provide technical
assistance and suggestions for improvement.

e Pay for some program supplies: Although all requests to cover the cost of program supplies are
considered on a case-by-case basis, the program will generally cover the cost for these kinds of
supplies:

v"Internal collection containers including 32-gallon cans, 5-gallon buckets, 28-quart
containers for classrooms and bathrooms, 23-gallon wheeled containers for kitchen and
staff breakrooms, etc.

Container dollies

Bulk condiment dispensers

Some kinds of trays and carts

Starter supplies of compostable bags

Initial inventory of durable flatware

Signs and sign posts

Stickers for collection containers

Aprons, tongs and buttons for sort-line monitors
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Some kinds of curriculum materials

Who do | contact to learn more?
To learn more about the F2F program, contact Peter Guttchen, the County’s Food to Flowers Coordinator
at guttchp@co.thurston.wa.us or (360) 709-3013. General information about the program can also be

found on the County’s Web Site at http://www.co.thurston.wa.us/solidwaste/organics/organics-prepare-

foodflower.html
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