City of Bellevue – Analysis of Bellevue School District
Elementary School Tray Options 

Executive Summary:

According to the Bellevue School District, approximately 1,600,000 lunches are served per year to approximately 16,400 students.  Currently the district uses Styrofoam trays to serve all lunches.

In 2009, the City of Bellevue received a grant from the Department of Ecology to start school food waste recycling in all 16 elementary schools in the Bellevue School District.  As part of the grant, four schools were chosen to pilot compostable trays and explore alternatives to styrofoam: Cherry Crest (student count: 405) Lake Hills (student count: 538), Puesta del Sol (student count: 498) and Somerset (student count: 634.)  The Department of Ecology provided funding for this portion of the program as a way to pilot non-polystyrene tray alternatives and is requiring a report comparing the various tray options.  
This report discusses the pros and cons of three types of tray options: Styrofoam trays (currently used), compostable trays and reusable trays.  Other options that can be considered are reusable plates or lined baskets, for middle or high schools.   These, however, are not included in this report since this report focuses on elementary school tray options.
Recommendation:  Due to the current costs of compostables and the interest of waste prevention, the City of Bellevue recommends the district consider piloting reusable trays at four schools next year.
Table 1:  Costs for trays for the whole district (1,600,000 lunches per year; there are 16,414 students in the district)

	Tray type
	Cost per year
	Cost for five years
	Additional costs to consider

	Styrofoam (currently used)
	$63,100
	$315,500
	Added garbage costs

	Compostable Trays
	$141,200
	$706,000
	Costs for composting disposal

	Reusable Trays
	First year to buy trays for all students: $73,900

Each additional year (with a 30% replacement): $22,200
	$162,700
	Water costs; staff or volunteer time (utilize student jobs to load dish washer; as is done for serving food)


	Styrofoam trays
Currently the Bellevue School District uses approximately 1,600,000 Styrofoam trays per school year to serve lunches in all their 26 schools.  Styrofoam trays were put in place years ago due to their inexpensive cost and because they do not require washing, the District was able to save money by reducing labor cost for kitchen staff.
The District spends about $63,100 per year to provide trays just to its elementary schools.
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The largest cost for Styrofoam trays, excluding their purchasing price, is disposal.  To alleviate the impact, all elementary schools stack trays to reduce the overall volume in the garbage dumpsters. However, Styrofoam still takes up a lot of space.
Environmental and Health Impacts
Styrofoam, also known as polystyrene, is a petroleum based product. The main ingredient of polystyrene is styrene, which is a clear, colorless liquid made from petroleum and natural gas by-products.  Styrofoam is made by expanding this liquid with air.
Issues with polystyrene include environmental and health impacts.  Environmentally, polystyrene takes decades to hundreds of years to dissolve because it does not break down.  Instead it, “photodegrades,” which means that it degrades into smaller pieces, without disintegrating.  This property is an issue with causing litter- as smaller pieces are more easily dispersed into oceans and our environment.  

Most health issues associated with polystyrene are thought to be caused from long exposure to the product.  Styrene, however, has been found to leach into food.  According to Healthchild.org,“Children can ingest small amounts of styrene from foods contained in Styrofoam and polystyrene plastic, which may leach styrene into foods and drinks contained within, particularly into those that are hot or high-fat, or contain alcohol.”
As a result of knowing the environmental and health impacts of Styrofoam, some Cities have banned the use of Styrofoam (Issaquah and Seattle), and  local school districts have decided to discontinue their use.  
· Districts that have stopped using Styrofoam:
· Lake Washington School District: Do not use Styrofoam trays in any schools. One of the largest impacts on trash reduction has been the replacement of Styrofoam lunch trays with reusable containers (plastic baskets, plates or trays). Sodexo and the RCM worked with seven schools to make this change in 2009‐2010. Currently, only four schools still use Styrofoam, and the RCM aims to have these converted to reusable trays by the end of the 2010‐2011 school year.
· Issaquah School District: Do not use Styrofoam trays in any schools. Removed Styrofoam trays from schools in 2008/2009.  
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Styrofoam trays stacked at Bellevue schools

	Compostable Trays:  

This year the Bellevue School District piloted compostable trays in four (4) schools: Cherry Crest, Lake Hills, Puesta del Sol and Somerset.  The table below shows the changes in garbage disposal service as a result of using compostable trays.  All schools were able to reduce their garbage service by taking trays out of the waste stream and placing them in food waste recycling instead.
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Compostable trays at Lake Washington School District school


Table 2: Disposable cost savings from using compostable trays
	School
	Garbage Service before tray program (recycling is included in garbage costs)
	Disposal Cost before compostable trays
	Garbage and composting Service with compostable trays (recycling is included in garbage costs)
	Disposal Cost with compostable trays (garbage cost, compost cost)

	Cherry Crest
	Garbage: 6 yard 1x/week

Recycling: 6 yard 1x/week
	$277.19
	Garbage: 4 yard 1x/week

Recycling: 6 yard 1x/week
Compost: 1 96 gallon carts picked up once a week
	$261.95

	Lake Hills
	Garbage: 6 yard 2x/week

Recycling: 8 yard 2x/week
	$511.42
	Garbage: 8 yard 1x/week

Recycling: 8 yard 2x/week

Compost: 2 96 gallon carts picked up weekly
	$422.12

	Puesta del Sol
	Garbage: 8 yard 2x/week

Recycling: 6 yard 2x/week
	$651.97
	Garbage: 8 yard 1x/week

Recycling: 6 yard 2x/week

Compost: 2 96 gallon carts picked up weekly
	$600.02

	Somerset
	Garbage: 6 yard 2x/week

Recycling: 6 yard 2x/week
	$511.42
	Garbage: 4 yard 2x/week

Recycling: 6 yard 2x/week

Compost: 3 96 gallon carts picked up weekly
	$508.91


Compostable trays, like Styrofoam, do not require much labor to handle.  They are not washed, like reusable trays.  They have slightly cheaper disposal costs, since composting service is cheaper than garbage service.  For this year, the four schools saved approximately $160 per month or $1,600 per year.  The largest benefit of compostable trays is that they have a very low environmental impact versus Styrofoam trays.  
The largest issue with compostable trays is the high cost versus Styrofoam or reusable trays.  While Styrofoam trays cost approximately $20 for a case of 500, compostable trays cost approximately $45 for a case of 500.  This is more than twice the cost.  The estimated cost for using these all year would cost more than $141,200.  This is an additional $78,100 dollars per year.  Even if the disposal savings of $1,600 per year are subtracted, it will still be an additional $76,500 per year.
· Compostable trays in other districts:
· Issaquah School District: Secondary schools do not have time to wash trays for everything they serve due to the volume of the meals they provide.  Issaquah orders compostable trays through FSA at $39.95 per case (500 in a case.)  Elementary schools use reusable products.
	Reusable Options

There are a few different reusable tray options for schools to choose from.  For schools with dishwashers, reusable plastic trays can be used.  Schools without dishwashers can use plastic baskets with paper liners.
All secondary schools (except for the new Bellevue HS) and all new elementary schools have dishwashers, in the Bellevue School District.  Schools that do not have dishwashers are Bennett, Enatai, Bellwood (where Cherry Crest will be next year - but in 2012 their new school will have a dishwasher), Puesta del Sol and Stevenson. 

Since some items are hauled back to the Central Kitchen - a collection similar to Federal Way could be utilized.
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Baskets used in Elementary schools in Federal Way School District


There are many advantages to reusable trays or baskets.  The largest benefit is cost reduction.  Not only do they cost less to purchase, but they also save on disposal costs.  Other districts typically purchase one set per school and replace any broken or lost trays at the end of the year (which has proven to be minimal.)  Reusable trays also have a noticeable environmental benefit - prohibiting the use of Styrofoam that lasts in landfills indefinitely.  According to interview with adjacent districts that use reusable trays, they cost approximately $4.50 each.  If the district purchased these for all students it would cost approximately $73,900 the first year (initial costs).  For the following year, even if a third of the trays were lost (which is unlikely), the district would only spend about $22,200 per year.  This results in a savings of $152,800 after five years of the program (with 30% of trays being replaced each year.)  
The downside to reusable trays is that it will take staff time to wash, and more water for washing.  Other districts, however, have found that these costs are minimal compared to the waste disposal savings and preventative costs of not buying trays each year.
Districts that use this option
· Reusable trays in other districts:

Lake Washington School District:  
· In Lake Washington School District, students use reusable baskets or plates rather than disposable Styrofoam trays in the cafeterias.  Twenty seven of the district’s 48 schools have food composting programs.  

· In a recent proclamation by City of Redmond, the City proclaimed that the District successfully set up organics recycling in the nine schools that they have in Redmond.  For just those schools, they diverted 160,000 pounds of food scraps per year from the landfill.  The district estimates that just in these schools they have saved over $25,000 per year with organics recycling and implementing reusable trays, plates and baskets.
· Sodexo is the contractor for lunch room staff.  Orders are placed through Carlisle or Bargreen and Ellison company.  Student volunteer program help bring trays in to wash them.  For baskets, students help paper them.  None of the schools in Lake Washington School District use Styrofoam trays.
· Baskets: $1.00 each.  Used with paper liner.  Elementary schools without dishwashers use these.
· Plates $3.99 each  Middle and high schools use these
· Durable Trays: $4-$5 each: 4 compartments.  Used at facilities with dishwashers.  Purchases one set with extras.  Elementary schools with dishwashers use these.
· Durable Utensils are used at Audubon Elementary.  Purchased through Leisureline.com.  Plastic and reusable.  .22 a piece- about $1000 a case.

Federal Way School District:
· Federal Way School District uses Styrofoam trays in middle and high schools, but use orange reusable baskets in elementary schools.  Schools receive a supply to use for the week.  Once a week they are hauled back to a central kitchen to be cleaned.  According to the Purchasing Director, they chose orange because they found less of them “disappearing” since people seemed to not like the color orange.  
Issaquah School District:

· Issaquah School District removed Styrofoam trays from schools in 2009 due to parents speaking out about the health impacts.  This switch came before the  City passed a Styrofoam ban in 2011.  They are now prohibited from using Styrofoam in the future due to the ban.
· Durable Trays: Are used at all elementary schools.  Middle schools serve their “Type A” meals (traditional hot lunch) on reusable trays as well.  All a la carte items are served in disposable containers.  Trays are purchased through Bargreen Ellison.  Cost is about $80/dozen.  They all have one set per school.  All schools wash onsite and all have dishwashers.  It takes about an additional hour to hour and a half per day to wash trays.
· Plastic plates and bowls: some schools use this option for parties or for the breakfast program.

· Durable utensils: no schools are using these.
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Baskets used in LWSD 
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Trays used in Issaquah School District
	[image: image8.jpg]



Dishes used in Issaquah School District


Resources:

http://your.kingcounty.gov/solidwaste/greenschools/documents/polystyrene_facts.pdf

http://healthychild.org/issues/chemical-pop/styrene/
Recommendations 
The City of Bellevue recommends piloting durable trays at four elementary schools to determine if this option would be more sustainable than the compostable trays proved to be.  The District could pick four elementary schools that are in new buildings with dishwashers to pilot this type of program and assess the cost savings.  The City of Bellevue believes the District would see savings for these four schools and greater savings if the program was expanded after a year trial (during the 2011/2012 school year).
