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ABSTRACT 

 

This book will explore the idea of environmentalism and green movements as they apply to the 

food and beverage industry, and how the actions taken by companies extend to the consumers. 

Questions will be raised by a bartender and focus on the contradictions of statements released to 

the public, versus the policies acted upon behind the scenes away from general scrutiny. These 

ideas will be expanded upon and corporation level solutions based on current innovations in 

green technologies are proposed and explored in detail, extending into a theoretical future of a 

green food and beverage industry. The book will not solely focus on the actions of companies, it 

will also extend to the role consumers play in the environmental initiatives that business choose 

to enact. There will be a focus on what an individual can do to get the notice of seemingly large 

and removed corporations to influence their potential move towards a greener and more 

environmentally conscious future. 
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How may I help you? 

 

     “Hi, my name is Morgan and I will be taking care of you today!” I learned to chirp those 

words through a pleasant smile no matter how far in the weeds I found myself during a busy 

dinner shift in the casino cantina where I worked. It did not matter is I uttered these words to a 

group that had just been seated at a table by our hostess, or a couple that had just claimed seats at 

my bar, I could usually accurately predict the rest of our interaction. After a brief exchange of 

pleasantries, my guests would order a round of drinks, usually the margarita of the month, and 

generously portioned entrees that would likely go unfinished prompting the request for to-go 

containers. Once the containers reached the guests, polite words of parting sent them on their 

way while I was tasked with scraping the leftover evidence of their stay into the garbage and 

reset for the next group of hungry patrons waiting to hear me say “how may I help you?” 

     I was comfortable with the monotony of the customer service routine choreographed by the 

food and beverage industry, but in 2019 the routine was changed by a piece of legislation passed 

in the state of California. This piece of legislation inconvenienced my guests by adding a step to 

their dining experience, those who wanted a plastic straw for their beverage now needed to ask 

for one instead of having one provided with their drink by default. At the time of this change, I 

did not think that it would really impact my day much since asking for a straw entails the same 

amount of energy as asking for extra ice, but this proved to be a naïve speculation and some 

guests acted as if the absence of a straw in their glass was a vile insult to them and their family. 

While the more violent outbursts were thankfully rare, the more common reactions included 

combinations of exaggerated eye rolling, sarcastic comments about how the state of California is 
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heading towards authoritarian rule, and questions about why one straw here and there even 

mattered in the grand scheme of things.  

     It was the line of questioning that eventually lead me to think back on the conversations I 

have had with guests when they discovered I was studying biology with an environmental 

emphasis. Usually they would feign interest until they left the bar or changed the topic of 

conversation to something more stimulating for them, but there were always a few that took it 

upon themselves to tell me why my entire field of study was pointless and I was heading down a 

swift path to failure. The general point these supposedly well intended individuals made was that 

the destruction of the environment was inevitable for civilization to continue to thrive and 

expand, and soon there wouldn’t be a need to bother with studying the impact of development on 

or protecting the environment. Occasionally, it would also be pointed out that by working in a 

restaurant I was contributing to the waste and pollution and I should just accept that green 

technology and environmentally friendly policies are a distraction backed by “idealistic 

bleeding-heart hippies.” At this point in the conversation, as a bartender that wanted to keep my 

job, I could do only one thing, smile, thank them for their input and advice, then steer the 

conversation to a new topic. 

     Working in the restaurant world for the entirety of my early twenties taught me how to brush 

off the criticism given to me by strangers that were only in my life for the duration of a meal, but 

the increasing frequency of conversations picking apart my studies became difficult to ignore. I 

realized that I had a choice to make, stop answering the questions about my life outside of the 

bar with the truth, change my education and career goals, or find a way to make a difference that 

I could talk about with my guests without the fear of losing my job. I chose the third option. 

Although, I must admit that choice had already been made before the plastic straw ban in 
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California catapulted to the headlines in 2019. At this time I was already working on a project 

that could combine my interest in a more environmentally friendly future and the industry that I 

have developed an intimate knowledge of through my years of employment, the heated bar top 

conversations only fortified my determination to see the project reach completion. 

 

I’ll walk you through the menu. 

     Over the last two years, I have been exploring the how environmentally friendly the food and 

beverage industry currently is and how it may be improved in a world shifting towards a greener, 

more sustainable future. Currently, the food and beverage industry is not very environmentally 

friendly when every aspect from supply to table and everything in between is taken into careful 

consideration. While it is easy to focus entirely on the waiter/guest interaction and the waste 

produced in that interaction, there is also a plethora of behind the scenes activities that add to the 

waste of the industry as a whole and must also be addressed. The goal of this project is to address 

the obvious consumer level (front of house) interactions and those behind the scenes (back of 

house) activities that contribute to the environmental sustainability or lack thereof of the food 

and beverage industry and propose ways to increase that sustainability and reduce waste in the 

future. 

     I have identified three major categories that can alter the overall environmental friendliness of 

the food and beverage industry, plastic utilization, generation of food waste, and the companies 

that supply restaurants with their ingredients. All three of these categories are intertwined with 

the day to day running of both the front of house and back of house operations but propose their 

own unique sets of challenges for moving towards a greener future. In the following pages I will 
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break down each category into its most basic components, identify front of house and back of 

house challenges, and address possible solutions to those challenges.  

     I find that green energy and the automotive and transportation industries often dominate the 

conversations about paving the way for a sustainable or green future and the food and beverage 

industry is boiled down to just the accumulations of discarded plastic straws in the oceans. This, 

however, ignores a large portion of what goes on inside the walls of a restaurant or bar and does 

not put pressure on the industry to change because there are very few people damning the 

practices that happen out of customer view. After my years spent in the food and beverage 

industry, I believe that it is irresponsible to remain silent and praise the companies that claim that 

they care about the environment because they made plastic straws request only. By the end of 

these pages I aim to shine a light on those parts of the food and beverage industry that are often 

ignored and open a new channel of communication for those looking to create a more sustainable 

and environmentally friendly future society. 
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The First Course: The Plastic Conundrum 

 

     Since the world is so connected in the modern era by the internet, it would be legitimately 

shocking to discover a person that is completely unaware of the photographs and videos that are 

frequently shared on mainstream and social media sites showing marine life being negatively 

impacted by single use plastics. Of these short lived plastic products, disposable drinking straws 

are the ones that are most strongly associated with the food and beverage industry because fresh 

straws can often be found in poking out of every fresh drink that makes its way out from behind 

the bar. Straws, however, are not the only plastic product that is utilized in the food and beverage 

industry, every part of the industry from ingredient delivery to carry-out packaging is permeated 

with plastic.  

     While much of the plastic is in the form of single use disposable products that may or may not 

have green alternatives, there are other multiuse plastic implements currently have very few 

alternative options, such as cutting boards and storage containers. The existence of these plastic 

implements means that the conversation about plastic in the food and beverage industry needs to 

address the necessity of plastic and the reality of possibly moving to a plastic free future. To 

entirely explore this problem and produce possible solutions, the conversation needs to be broken 

down into its individual components. Single use to-go containers and utensils, packaging for 

shipping, and the multiuse tools all have their own distinct points that need to be considered and 

moving forward I will discuss them separately.  

 

A Base of Single Use To-go Containers & Utensils 
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     Plastic drinking straws are arguably the most notorious piece of single use plastic in the food 

and beverage industry. The media is littered with images of sea life being negatively impacted by 

straws, and I occasionally heard phrases like “save a sea turtle and skip the straw” from patrons 

at my bar when someone in their group asked for a straw after the “straw ban” in California went 

into effect, but straws are just the tip of the proverbial plastic iceberg. The food and beverage 

industry is littered with the carcasses of convenient single use packaging that once held the 

remains of an unfished meal or an entire feast for a night in free from cooking and the disposable 

utensils necessary to consume that feast. While to-go containers and utensils come in a multitude 

of shapes and styles, like the familiar plastic box fastened by  little snaps, foam soup and sauce 

containers guaranteed to keep warm liquid on the inside, and Chinese take-out boxes that hold 

delicious sesame chicken within their folds, but the thing that they all have in common is plastic. 

     These containers and utensils are meant to be used once then disposed of, it is necessary to 

make them from materials that are inexpensive, easy to produce, and will not fall apart when 

exposed to moisture. Plastics check off all these boxes, and in the case of Styrofoam, even adds 

the benefit of keeping food warm, which makes them the obvious choice for disposable 

containers and utensils. Not only do plastic containers adequately fulfill the purpose of 

transporting food and drink, since they are inexpensive to produce, restaurants and bars are able 

to purchase them in bulk without suffering massive losses in profit or needing to offset the cost 

by increasing the prices on their menus or charging for to-go containers.  

     This affordability of single use containers and utensils made from plastics is part of the cycle 

that results in plastics polluting ecosystems around the globe and the photographs of sea turtles 

with straws stuck in their noses that go “viral” on the internet. Since these items are 

complimentary, they are given at no cost to the consumer (in this case the restaurant or bar 
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customer) and are essentially just an extra that comes with a meal upon request that can be 

disposed of without the loss of something that holds value. While those containers and utensils 

certainly hold value, in the sense that they were manufactured and sold to the establishment to 

then be provided to their customers, in the food and beverage industry it is the food and beverage 

that actually has value at the consumer level, not the plastic containers. 

     While it may not seem like disposing of the containers from a takeout meal from one’s 

favorite establishment will impact the world in any major way, that is just one container and one 

drop in the proverbial bucket. According to the United States Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA), plastics made up 12.20% of the 292.4 million tons of total municipal solid waste (MSW) 

generated in the year 2018. In other words, of the 292.4 million tons of MSW generated in 2018, 

about 35.7 million tons was made of plastic. Of course, not all that plastic is from mealtimes long 

past, but these single use containers do contribute to the plastic waste that gets tossed into the 

garbage bin without a second thought.  

     It is important to note here something that it may look like I have been ignoring, and that is 

the fact that most plastics, like those that make up the disposable containers and utensils, are 

recyclable. While yes, in general plastics are recyclable, it gets more complicated when we begin 

to consider relatively small items like straws, and food residue that contaminates the cast aside 

to-go container. Small items like straws tend to clog the machines that breakdown plastics to be 

recycled, and food residues require the plastics to be cleaned prior to beginning the recycling 

process to avoid contaminations in the final products. Because the small items and those covered 

in food reside present problems that require time and money to solve, recycling companies 

generally dispose of these items and omit the problems all together, meaning these plastics end 

up destined for the landfill regardless of which bin originally held them. 
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     Once again looking at the numbers reported by the EPA, we see that of the 292.4 million tons 

of MSW generated in 2018, only 69.1 million tons, that’s approximately 23.6%, was recycled. It 

is reasonable to expect the majority of the MSW that was recycled to be plastic since we see the 

familiar recycling arrows on plastics so often, but that sadly is not the case. Of the MSW that 

was recycled in the United States, only about 4.47% (4.30 million tons) was plastic, and this 

accounts for about 12.0% of the total plastic MSW. The harsh reality these numbers lead us to is 

that most of the plastic we throw out when we finish a meal does not end up recycled even if it 

was placed in the recycling bin.  

     So where did the plastic go if it wasn’t recycled? A small portion of the plastic, about 5.63 

million tons went to disposal by combustion with energy recovery, while the rest ended up in 

landfills. Of course, the numbers reported by the EPA are approximations and do not take into 

account the garbage that never makes into an appropriate disposal container, but they do 

highlight the problem that more plastics are being tossed aside every day. Single use containers 

and utensils, however, are not the only plastic waste generated by the food and beverage industry 

that contributes to these numbers, and so we must move on to the next source of plastic waste 

generation.  

 

Notes of Packaging 

     Plastics are also used for the packaging that protects everything from a choice cut steak to a 

lowly straw for shipping from the supplier to the restaurant or bar. This plastic is not as obvious 

as the boxes with the handy little snaps, instead it primarily comes in the form of bags and wraps 

that keep the items within fresh and/or sanitary. To be frank, all these packaging plastics can also 

be found in a local supermarket since the food and beverage industry does not use a special 
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packaging for their ingredients. The main difference between the packaging disposed of by a 

restaurant and that of an average household is the sheer amount, which makes sense since I don’t 

personally know of any average family that goes through several dozen steaks in one night. 

     Why are plastics the go to for packaging food and other items for shipping? The answer to 

this question is almost identical to why plastics are the material of choice for to go containers 

and utensils, they are inexpensive to produce while fulfilling the intended function. It would be 

unreasonable for the packaging for a piece of food to breakdown if it was exposed to moisture 

because that would expose the item to contamination, or be so expensive to produce that the 

price of the item had to be drastically increased to cover the cost, so once again, plastics fit the 

bill. Even items that come in carboard containers, like some premade broths for example, are not 

free from plastic because not only is the resealable cap on top of the carton plastic, but there is 

usually a very thin plastic coating on the inside of the package for waterproofing.  

     Plastic and shipping are so thoroughly entwined that it is not just the food items that come 

wrapped in plastic, it is almost everything that the food and beverage industry requires. Silver 

wear is shipped with every single fork, knife, or spoon individually wrapped in little plastic bags 

inside their boxes, and the single use items like the boxes and straws are all protected by plastics 

bags inside their sipping boxes, though they are usually not individually wrapped. Of course the 

logic behind this excess plastic is to keep these items sanitary during shipping, but the silver 

wear is washed prior to being presented to customers, and the to go containers items are usually 

unboxed then conveniently stored on a shelf for easy access. Ultimately the fate of these plastic 

bags is to end up in the garbage can covered in the scraps left by the customers of the day, and 

eventually be sent to a landfill contributing to the millions of tons of plastic waste reported by 

the EPA. 
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Finished by Multiuse Plastic Tools 

     It is true the food and beverage industry does utilize an abundance of single use plastic, 

however there is also a healthy supply of multi-use plastic tools used during the average dinner 

service. While it is probably easy to guess that plastic containers are used for storage, they are 

not the only plastic item intended for multiple uses, these kinds of plastic tools are used for 

everything from prep work to cleanup. The function of these tools may vary, but the thing that 

they all have in common is that, at least at the time of writing, plastic is the best material for the 

manufacturing of the tools used by the food and beverage industry. In the following paragraphs, 

we will explore the reasons why plastic is the chosen material for these multi-use tools. 

     Let’s begin at the obvious starting point by discussing the clear plastic storage containers that 

come in various sizes helpfully indicated by color coded lids, and volume marking on at least 

one side. These containers are so common that they can be found in nearly any restaurant or bar, 

they are basic cubes with convenient handles and flat lids that seal in the contents while allowing 

the containers to be stacked for the most efficient use of the available space. The question here is 

why plastic when smaller similar containers can be found in private homes that are made from 

glass? The answer here is that plastic is more useful in the food and beverage industry because it 

is much more light weight than other materials, allowing for larger containers than can hold 

several gallons of something while still being able to be lifted by one person. While the smaller 

containers certainly could be made of glass without weight being a problem, if a glass container 

were to be dropped it would likely shatter where the plastic containers are more durable and 

“drop proof”. Of course glasses break routinely during an average dinner shift, but when this 

happens everything in the immediate vicinity comes to a screeching halt while the shattered glass 



15 
 

is cleaned up to ensure there were no injuries and no glass shards ended up on a plate. Since 

storage containers must be both durable and light weight, plastic is the optimal material for these 

containers, inexpensive production is just a bonus. 

     The plastic tool used for prep work is the cutting board. Unlike a cutting board in an average 

home kitchen which is relatively small, the cutting board in a professional kitchen is often large 

enough to essentially cover an entire counter, but is still light enough to remove at the end of  the 

day for cleaning. Of course, one could walk into nearly any home good store and find cutting 

boards made of a variety of materials such as wood, glass, or stone that would be perfectly 

functional in a home kitchen, each of these materials has a distinct disadvantage in a professional 

setting. Wood and stone are both porous and can house harmful bacteria that can end up in the 

food being served even with regular and thorough cleaning. Glass, despite being sanitary with 

proper cleaning is heavy and prone to chipping if a cook is overzealous with their chopping (it is 

also worth noting that stone presents a similar problem). Plastic, in contrast to the other 

materials, does not house harmful bacteria, maintains a manageable weight, and does not readily 

break down when exposed to regular wear and tear, making it the cutting board material of 

choice for the professional setting. 

     Of course, once the shift is over, the evidence of a long day must be cleaned up, and once 

again, multi-use plastics are used to facilitate this process. While during storage and prep work, 

plastic primarily made up a specific tool, during the cleanup phase, plastic tools perform multiple 

functions. Not only are plastics used to make light-weight bus tubs that neatly corral dirty dishes 

until they are sent to the dishwasher, they also are the material used for the baskets that hold the 

silverware and the racks that carry the dishes through the dishwasher. Like the storage containers 

and cutting boards, these cleaning items need to be both light weight and durable so that they 
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won’t easily break but can still be lifted by a single employee when full. While metal containers 

may seem like a possible alternative, they are heavy and may break the plates if handled too 

carelessly, meaning plastic is both lighter and safer for the dishes. 

     In all three areas where multi-use plastic tools are routinely used in the food and beverage 

industry, storage, prep, and clean up, we see that plastic is the best choice of material. Plastic is 

more sanitary, light weight, and easier on breakable flatware than other materials. In addition to 

these benefits, plastics are also inexpensive to produce meaning that the finished products are 

inexpensive for the business to purchase.  
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The Second Course: The Food Waste Problem 

 

     Plastics get most of the media attention when waste from the food and beverage industry is 

discussed since discarded plastics can easily be seen negatively impacting the environment. 

However, there is another type of waste generated within the walls of every establishment that 

serves food and drink to their patrons, and that is food waste. Of course, like plastic waste, food 

waste cannot be blamed entirely on the food and beverage industry, however, the origin of the 

waste is not specified so the industry can be considered one of the primary sources of food waste. 

According to the EPA, approximately 21.59% of the 292.4 million tons of the MSW generated in 

2018 was food waste, or about 63.1 million tons with about 55.9% ending up in landfills with the 

rest being composted, combusted, or undergoing “other management”.  While food waste may 

not seem like a big problem like plastic waste, the decomposition of food waste releases both 

chemicals and greenhouse gases into the environment. 

     At this point, the appropriate question to ask is “where does the food waste in the food and 

beverage industry actually come from?” While this question may seem simple to answer, there is 

more involved in the generation of this waste than unfinished meals being scraped into rapidly 

filling trash cans in the kitchen. To solve this food waste mystery, we must identify the two areas 

where food waste is generated, the “front of house” and the “back of house”, and the unique 

factors that contribute to the waste generated in both locations.  

 

Front of House Waste Seasoned with Social Pressures 

     The areas where the patrons can be found enjoying their meals such as the dining room and 

the patio are known as the “front of house” in the food and beverage industry. In these front of 
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house locations, food waste is generated directly by the customer when they do not eat every 

scrap of food on their plate or garnish perched upon the rim of their glass. Whenever these 

forgotten remnants of a meal are left behind, they must be discarded in one of the large trashcans 

in the kitchen as soon as possible as that is the only hygienic option for scraps that have been 

collecting germs in the front of house. While most of the time it is scraps that come back to the 

kitchen to be laid to rest in a trash can, it is important to note that on occasion entire meals that 

are largely untouched are discarded in this manner, these plates have been sent back for one 

reason or another, and must be disposed of properly to comply with health codes. For the 

remainder of this discussion, we will largely ignore the fact that entire meals are occasionally 

discarded since it is an unfortunate reality of the food and beverage industry that sometimes the 

customer just won’t like what they ordered and will send it back in favor of something they find 

more palatable.  

     The thing that is likely both the most obvious and largest contributing factor to front of house 

food waste is the size of the portions being served in any establishment. Across the United States 

(and to a lesser extent in other countries) restaurants and bars serve up gargantuan portion sizes 

to their customers that the average person will be unlikely to finish in one sitting. To put it 

bluntly, this is a wasteful practice even if the menu options that are meant to be shared are 

considered as it necessarily generates waste when the meal is left unfinished. However, there is a 

reason why restaurants and bars serve up large portions, their customers must feel like the money 

they are paying is justified or they will leave unhappy and be very unlikely to return. In general, 

customers want larger portion sizes for less money, and to maintain a profit prices and portion 

sizes must be carefully balanced to ensure happy, repeat customers.  
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     Of course the unfinished portion of large meal can easily be packed into a to-go box and sent 

home with the customer to be reheated and eaten at a later time which does reduce the food 

waste, but customers are not always inclined to ask for a box. It turns out that the seemingly 

simple task of asking one’s server for a box is not as simple and can be influenced by the social 

situation. In some cultures it is taboo to ask to take leftovers home, which means that in these 

cases anything unfinished is destined to be thrown out so the customer can leave with their 

reputation free of a doggy bag sized blemish, but even where to-go boxes are common they are 

not always requested.  

      Since it is more common for people to dine with others, so the social setting heavily 

influences the desire to request a box. A customer more formal gathering like a business 

luncheon will be less likely to request a box for their leftovers than one in a casual outing with a 

couple of friends to avoid potential embarrassment. Of course, if the server is to offer containers 

when they notice that eating has slowed down at the table, customers are more likely to take their 

leftovers with them regardless of the setting. The other major factor that may influence a 

customer to request a box even in a more formal setting is their personal level of concern for the 

environment, but this is entirely subjective. No matter what the reason may be, if a customer 

does not take their leftovers home with them, they will contribute to food waste production. 

 

A Side of Back of House Waste 

     Similar to how the phrase “front of house” describes all of the areas where customers can be 

found, “back of house” is used to describe all of the areas where customers are prohibited in a 

restaurant or bar. These areas include things like storage rooms, the kitchen, and the area behind 

the bar where drinks are prepared. Except for storage rooms, these back of house locations also 



20 
 

generate food waste, however that generation may be less obvious than in the front of house. For 

simplicity, we will split the back of house into the kitchen and bar to identify how food waste is 

created in each of these locations. 

     While it may seem strange to think of a bar generating back of house food waste, it is 

important to note that all of the lime wedges, olives, and other fruits that decorate the rims of 

glasses must come from somewhere. At the beginning of any normal day in a bar or restaurant 

one of the first tasks any bartender (or barback) must complete prior to opening is prepping their 

garnishes for the day. Usually this entails cutting various fresh fruits, picking mint leaves, and 

portioning out various preserved items like olives that may or may not get used up by closing 

time. In most establishments, anything that is left in the little plastic cups that hold garnishes at 

the end of the day must be thrown in the garbage and the next day will start the process all over 

again. Unused garnishes will also be thrown out throughout the day as mistakes are made and 

corrected. While it is wasteful to throw out unused garnishes, it is an unfortunate necessity to 

ensure that fresh fruits are always being used, and bacteria is not being allowed to collect and 

spread throughout the dining room on old lime wedges.  

     While unused garnishes are a problem in the kitchen, food waste is also generated by prep 

work, experimentation, and spoiling of unused ingredients. In the kitchen prep work can be 

anything from cutting garnishes to trimming the excess fat off pieces of meat, and generally 

generates the least kitchen food waste. A well-run restaurant or bar will usually have very little 

waste generated by the spoiling of ingredients, but it is not always possible to order the perfect 

amount of product for the week, and it is almost inevitable that some will spoil and need to be 

thrown out. Experimentation is what produces the most food waste in the kitchen because as the 
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cooks create new dishes for menu consideration, nearly full plates are ultimately discarded with 

just a few bites taken out for taste testing.  

     In both the bar and the kitchen food waste is generated daily, and the actual amount fluctuates 

based on how busy it is on any given day. While it is wasteful to throw out unused garnishes, it 

would be irresponsible to use old product and risk the spread of diseases in the dining room. 

Ultimately, a well-run establishment will generate very little back of house food waste when 

compared to the waste generated in the front of house.  
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The Third Course: The Supplier Situation 

 

     At this point, we have explored how plastic and food waste are generated in the food and 

beverage industry, but in order to complete our discussion we must examine how the suppliers 

that fuel the food and beverage industry impact how environmentally friendly the industry is as a 

whole. While supply could be broken down into ingredients and utensils, we are going to focus 

entirely on the ingredient suppliers because most of the waste produced by the utensil suppliers 

falls into the plastic waste category. It is also important to note that the vehicles used for 

shipping create pollution, however, we will not be discussing this it is not a problem exclusive to 

the food and beverage industry. 

     The two largest restaurant suppliers that dwarf the competition in such a way that they are 

irrelevant to our discussion are Sysco and U.S. Foods®. Both of these leading companies are 

approximately four times the size of the next largest competitor, so by focusing on their practices 

we can gain a fairly good understanding of the practices of the companies that supply the food 

and beverage industry with fresh ingredients. It may be easy to assume that the next few 

paragraphs will paint a picture of unsustainable agricultural practices and the decimation of wild 

fish populations, but I was pleasantly surprised that my research found that both Sysco and U.S. 

Foods® have made public commitments to sustainability. Despite their promises, however, one 

company (Sysco) has been more transparent with how they are meeting these goals, and there are 

still areas where both companies may or may not fall short of sustainable practices at the present.  

     Since Sysco has been the most transparent with their sustainability goals we’ll focus on their 

specific plans and practices first. According to their website, Sysco’s current primary focus is to 

make their Sysco Portico Brand of seafood 100% sustainable, and they have partnered with 
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World Wildlife Fund (WWF) to achieve this goal. According to the most recent ten-year report, 

this goal has been almost met, and through the partnership with WWF, Sysco is shifting their 

focus to include outreach to improve aquaculture and fishing practices globally beyond their own 

brand. Sustainability in the aquatic world, however, is not where Sysco’s commitment ends, they 

are also publicly committed to fostering sustainable agriculture. According to a yearly report 

released on their website, they have partnered with their suppliers and organizations like WWF 

to improve sustainable agricultural practices in both the rearing of livestock and the growing of 

crops. 

     Like Sysco, U.S. Foods® is publicly committed sustainably sourcing the seafood that they 

provide, but they did not go as far as partnering with WWF and producing a ten-year report on 

their progress. Instead, they have managed to obtain a certification indicating their seafood is 

sustainable through the Marine Stewardship Council and provide about three short paragraphs 

describing their practices on their website. Like their sustainable seafood page, their agriculture 

pages emphasize a commitment to sustainable practices both in the livestock and crop categories, 

and their products boast certification by the Rainforest Alliance.  

     Both Sysco and U.S. Foods® are committed to sustainable practices and have obtained 

sustainable certifications for their efforts, the main difference is the amount of information they 

provide about their efforts. It is no secret that the modern agriculture and fishing industries are 

known for unsustainable practices, but with these large corporations that dominate the supply 

world we are likely to see the positive impacts of their commitments. While these are still large 

corporations and any information sourced from their websites must be taken with the proverbial 

grain of salt, these are still necessary steps in the direction towards a more environmentally 

friendly future.  
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Possible Substitutions: A Way Towards A Greener Future 

 

     At this point, our discussion has focused primarily on the problems that make the food and 

beverage industry less than environmentally friendly, and we have yet to explore any possible 

solutions. Of course, the one exception is that the leading suppliers are taking sustainability into 

their own hands and actively working to shift that realm towards more environmentally friendly 

practices. This leaves the problems presented by plastics and food waste to still be solved, and 

while all the answers may not be found here, there are a few possibilities that are worth 

entertaining. For our purposes, we will once again break plastic and food waste into their own 

sections to explore what can be done about these problems. 

 

Solving the Plastic Conundrum 

     Before we can discuss the solution to plastics, we need to note that conventional plastics are 

made from fossil fuels, take a very long time to break down, and pollute the environment when 

they find their way out of containment. Plastics are also light weight and inexpensive to produce, 

which is why they are the material of choice for the disposable items that we previously 

discussed. But, in 2019 when I visited Yosemite National Park I noticed the words 

“Compostable” and “Commercial facilities only, that may not exist in your area” printed on the 

side of the disposable cup containing my soft drink when I stopped for lunch. These few letters 

on the side of a cup that I had assumed to be conventional plastic lead to me noticing that nearly 

every disposable item in site was labeled “Compostable” indicating that perhaps the plastic 

problem is closer to being solved that I initially thought. Unfortunately, I have concluded that the 

solution is not as simple as compostable cups. 
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     It is true that compostable and biodegradable plastics are beginning to be produced and used 

in some places, like Yosemite National Park and on university campuses, but they are far from 

taking over the food and beverage industry to go shelf. Both compostable and biodegradable 

plastics are primarily plant based so are they lightweight, and fairly inexpensive to produce, why 

then, are they not being more widely used? The answer to this question lies in how these plastics, 

specifically compostable plastics, must be disposed of since they are plant based and cannot be 

processed by the same recycling plants as conventional plastics. While biodegradable plastics 

will breakdown without aide, compostable plastics require a certain amount of heat through 

composting, and there are only a small number of facilities currently operating that can process 

these items. In areas where facilities than can process compostable plastics are unavailable, these 

items end up in a landfill along with all the other waste generated and will likely never receive 

the proper heat to breakdown entirely.  

     Of course, to-go containers and utensils are not the only things that generate plastic waste in 

the food and beverage industry, there is also the problem of plastic packaging. While 

biodegradable and compostable plastics are suitable for temporary containers and utensils, there 

is a problem when trying to use them for long term storage on shelves or during shipping, they 

tend to break down. The moisture in the products they are tasked with containing causes these 

plant-based plastics to begin the decomposition process, resulting in leaks and spills that would 

be avoided by using conventional plastics. There is research being done to solve this problem, 

but research is expensive and continuing the use of conventional plastics is affordable. 

 

What to do About Food Waste 
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     While the plastic problem can be solved with scientific advancements, the food waste 

problem is primarily a social. Recall, food waste is generated in both the front and back of house, 

but in general, the back of house is efficient and generates little extra waste meaning that the 

front of house is where food waste must be addressed.  In the front of house, food waste 

primarily comes from unfinished meals due to a combination of large portion sizes and social 

pressures that make a customer less likely to ask for a to go container for their leftovers. The 

only real solution here is destigmatizing the act of asking for or accepting an offered to go 

container and normalizing smaller portion sizes at restaurants and bars. 

     Shifting social perceptions of to go containers and portion sizes is most definitely a tall ask 

because it cannot be done by simply introducing a new piece of technology. Appropriately 

training waitstaff to always offer a to go container at the end of a meal and outreach campaigns 

aimed at erasing any stigmas around taking leftovers home can likely solve part of the problem, 

however some situations may never fully shake the shame. Portion sizes present a more difficult 

problem because customers become upset when they feel like they are not getting everything 

they paid for. In general, larger portion sizes result in more satisfied customers that are likely to 

return, while smaller portion sizes tend to drive customers away. Realistically, the food waste 

problem can most likely be best solved by normalizing taking one’s leftovers home. 

 

Individual Action 

     At this point, it may seem like the only ways to shift the food and beverage industry towards a 

more environmentally friendly future must be done at the corporate level, and there is little that 

can be done by the individual, but that is not entirely true. The evidence of the impact of 

individuals impacting the food and beverage industry can be seen in the actions of the suppliers, 
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and it is doubtful that large corporations like Sysco and U.S. Foods® would funnel resources 

into sustainability efforts if it was not popular among consumers. By keeping this in mind, 

individuals can harness their power and advocate for more positive changes in their favorite 

restaurants and bars.  

     One can reduce the food waste at restaurants by ensuring that they ask for a box when they do 

not finish their meal and encourage the rest of their party to follow suit. Plastic waste can be 

reduced by carrying reusable straws or abstaining from using straws all together and supporting 

policies that will increase the use of compostable and biodegradable plastics when possible. 

While the food and beverage industry may not be environmentally friendly in the immediate 

future, by working together one action at a time a sustainable future is entirely possible. 

  



28 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Bernstad Saraiva Schott, A., Wenzel, H., & la Cour Jansen, J. (2016). Identification of decisive 

factors for greenhouse gas emissions in comparative life cycle assessments of food waste 

management – an analytical review. Journal of Cleaner Production, 119, 13–24. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.01.079 

Blanchard, J. L., Watson, R. A., Fulton, E. A., Cottrell, R. S., Nash, K. L., Bryndum-Buchholz, A., 

Büchner, M., Carozza, D. A., Cheung, W. W. L., Elliott, J., Davidson, L. N. K., Dulvy, N. K., 

Dunne, J. P., Eddy, T. D., Galbraith, E., Lotze, H. K., Maury, O., Müller, C., Tittensor, D. P., & 

Jennings, S. (2017). Linked sustainability challenges and trade-offs among fisheries, aquaculture 

and agriculture. Nature Ecology & Evolution, 1(9), 1240–1249. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41559-

017-0258-8 

Buzby, J. C., Hyman, J., Stewart, H., & Wells, H. F. (2011). The Value of Retail- and Consumer-

Level Fruit and Vegetable Losses in the United States. Journal of Consumer Affairs, 45(3), 492–

515. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6606.2011.01214.x 

Calabrò, P. S., & Grosso, M. (2018). Bioplastics and waste management. Waste Management, 78, 

800–801. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wasman.2018.06.054 

Canakci, M. (2007). The potential of restaurant waste lipids as biodiesel feedstocks. Bioresource 

Technology, 98(1), 183–190. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2005.11.022 

Cerda, A., Artola, A., Font, X., Barrena, R., Gea, T., & Sánchez, A. (2018). Composting of food 

wastes: Status and challenges. Bioresource Technology, 248, 57–67. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2017.06.133 

DeLonge, M. S., Miles, A., & Carlisle, L. (2016). Investing in the transition to sustainable agriculture. 

Environmental Science & Policy, 55, 266–273. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2015.09.013 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.01.079
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41559-017-0258-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41559-017-0258-8
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6606.2011.01214.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wasman.2018.06.054
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2005.11.022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2017.06.133
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2015.09.013


29 
 

Emadian, S. M., Onay, T. T., & Demirel, B. (2017). Biodegradation of bioplastics in natural 

environments. Waste Management, 59, 526–536. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wasman.2016.10.006 

Giannadaki, D., Giannakis, E., Pozzer, A., & Lelieveld, J. (2018). Estimating health and economic 

benefits of reductions in air pollution from agriculture. Science of The Total Environment, 622–

623, 1304–1316. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2017.12.064 

Hamerman, E. J., Rudell, F., & Martins, C. M. (2018). Factors that predict taking restaurant leftovers: 

Strategies for reducing food waste. Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 17(1), 94–104. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/cb.1700 

Huda, N., Raman, A. A. A., Bello, M. M., & Ramesh, S. (2017). Electrocoagulation treatment of raw 

landfill leachate using iron-based electrodes: Effects of process parameters and optimization. 

Journal of Environmental Management, 204, 75–81. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2017.08.028 

Iwata, T. (2015). Biodegradable and Bio-Based Polymers: Future Prospects of Eco-Friendly Plastics. 

Angewandte Chemie International Edition, 54(11), 3210–3215. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201410770 

Jenks, A. B., & Obringer, K. M. (2020). The poverty of plastics bans: Environmentalism’s win is a 

loss for disabled people. Critical Social Policy, 40(1), 151–161. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018319868362 

Julia McCarthy. (2018). Greening Eggs and Ham: Using the National Environmental Policy Act to 

Assess Animal-Agricultural Pollution from the National School Lunch Program. Vermont 

Journal of Environmental Law, 19(2), 191–217. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wasman.2016.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2017.12.064
https://doi.org/10.1002/cb.1700
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2017.08.028
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201410770
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018319868362


30 
 

Principato, L., Pratesi, C. A., & Secondi, L. (2018). Towards Zero Waste: An Exploratory Study on 

Restaurant managers. International Journal of Hospitality Management, 74, 130–137. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2018.02.022 

Rasapoor, M., Adl, M., & Pourazizi, B. (2016). Comparative evaluation of aeration methods for 

municipal solid waste composting from the perspective of resource management: A practical 

case study in Tehran, Iran. Journal of Environmental Management, 184, 528–534. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2016.10.029 

Rudnik, E., & Briassoulis, D. (2011, January 22). Degradation behaviour of poly(lactic acid) films 

and fibres in soil under Mediterranean field conditions and laboratory simulations testing—

ScienceDirect. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0926669010003511 

Russo, M. (2017). Food for Thought: Analyzing the Impacts of Livestock Factory Farming in the 

United States. Student Theses 2015-Present. https://fordham.bepress.com/environ_2015/46 

Safaei Khorram, M., Zhang, Q., Lin, D., Zheng, Y., Fang, H., & Yu, Y. (2016). Biochar: A review of 

its impact on pesticide behavior in soil environments and its potential applications. Journal of 

Environmental Sciences, 44, 269–279. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jes.2015.12.027 

Sanchez-Monedero, M. A., Cayuela, M. L., Roig, A., Jindo, K., Mondini, C., & Bolan, N. (2018). 

Role of biochar as an additive in organic waste composting. Bioresource Technology, 247, 1155–

1164. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2017.09.193 

SEAFOOD_WWF-SYSCO-10-YRS_final.pdf. (n.d.). Retrieved April 16, 2021, from 

https://sysco.com/dam/Sysco/About/Corporate-Social-Responsibility/SEAFOOD_WWF-

SYSCO-10-YRS_final.pdf 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2018.02.022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2016.10.029
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0926669010003511
https://fordham.bepress.com/environ_2015/46
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jes.2015.12.027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biortech.2017.09.193
https://sysco.com/dam/Sysco/About/Corporate-Social-Responsibility/SEAFOOD_WWF-SYSCO-10-YRS_final.pdf
https://sysco.com/dam/Sysco/About/Corporate-Social-Responsibility/SEAFOOD_WWF-SYSCO-10-YRS_final.pdf


31 
 

Sharifi, Z., & Renella, G. (2015). Assessment of a particle size fractionation as a technology for 

reducing heavy metal, salinity and impurities from compost produced by municipal solid waste. 

Waste Management, 38, 95–101. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wasman.2015.01.018 

Sirieix, L., Lála, J., & Kocmanová, K. (2017). Understanding the antecedents of consumers’ attitudes 

towards doggy bags in restaurants: Concern about food waste, culture, norms and emotions. 

Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 34, 153–158. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2016.10.004 

Smith, M. D., Roheim, C. A., Crowder, L. B., Halpern, B. S., Turnipseed, M., Anderson, J. L., Asche, 

F., Bourillón, L., Guttormsen, A. G., Khan, A., Liguori, L. A., McNevin, A., O’Connor, M. I., 

Squires, D., Tyedmers, P., Brownstein, C., Carden, K., Klinger, D. H., Sagarin, R., & Selkoe, K. 

A. (2010). Sustainability and Global Seafood. Science, 327(5967), 784–786. 

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1185345 

Smith, T. J. (2019). Corn, Cows, and Climate Change: How Federal Agriculture Subsidies Enable 

Factory Farming and Exacerbate U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions. Washington Journal of 

Environmental Law and Policy, 9(1), 26–55. 

SYY-003_2020_CSR_v20.pdf. (n.d.). Retrieved April 22, 2021, from 

https://www.sysco.com/dam/Sysco/About/Corporate-Social-Responsibility/SYY-

003_2020_CSR_v20.pdf 

US EPA, O. (2017, October 2). National Overview: Facts and Figures on Materials, Wastes and 

Recycling [Overviews and Factsheets]. US EPA. https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-

materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials 

US Foods. (n.d.). Food Supplier & Distributor | Restaurant Supply. Retrieved April 16, 2021, from 

https://www.usfoods.com/ 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wasman.2015.01.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2016.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1185345
https://www.sysco.com/dam/Sysco/About/Corporate-Social-Responsibility/SYY-003_2020_CSR_v20.pdf
https://www.sysco.com/dam/Sysco/About/Corporate-Social-Responsibility/SYY-003_2020_CSR_v20.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials
https://www.usfoods.com/


32 
 

Vandecasteele, B., Sinicco, T., D’Hose, T., Vanden Nest, T., & Mondini, C. (2016). Biochar 

amendment before or after composting affects compost quality and N losses, but not P plant 

uptake. Journal of Environmental Management, 168, 200–209. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2015.11.045 

Wang, X., Pang, Z., Chen, C., Xia, Q., Zhou, Y., Jing, S., Wang, R., Ray, U., Gan, W., Li, C., Chen, 

G., Foster, B., Li, T., & Hu, L. (n.d.). All-Natural, Degradable, Rolled-Up Straws Based on 

Cellulose Micro- and Nano-Hybrid Fibers. Advanced Functional Materials, n/a(n/a), 1910417. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201910417 

Wei, Y., Li, J., Shi, D., Liu, G., Zhao, Y., & Shimaoka, T. (2017). Environmental challenges 

impeding the composting of biodegradable municipal solid waste: A critical review. Resources, 

Conservation and Recycling, 122, 51–65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.01.024 

Williams, C. (2018). The Detriments of Factory Farming. Undergraduate Honors Theses. 

https://dc.etsu.edu/honors/462 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2015.11.045
https://doi.org/10.1002/adfm.201910417
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.01.024
https://dc.etsu.edu/honors/462



