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About Us

 Eco-Products is the largest foodservice 
packaging manufacturer that only focuses on 
environmentally preferable packaging

 Advocate for expanding composting 
programs and infrastructure

 Based in Boulder, CO

 One of oldest and largest nonprofit 
recycling organizations in U.S.

 Collecting compostable materials 
from businesses, schools, events 
since 2004 

 Zero Waste community advocates

 Based in Boulder, CO

With support from
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Study location: Boulder, Colorado

Zero Waste goal
51% current diversion

Universal Zero Waste Ordinance
All businesses recycle + compost

Sustainability is core value
Health, environment, climate
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Why study front-of-house
Opportunity to increase food capture

High visibility for Zero Waste efforts—cities and 
businesses want programs

Composters are hesitant: contamination, 
too much packaging, too little food

Lack of data: 
• contamination rates

• food to packaging ratio

• capture rates

• best practices in collection systems
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Study objectives



© Eco-Cycle 2019.ecocycle.org

Study process

Step 1 → Waste audit and observations

Step 2 → Signage/bin changes

Step 3 → Follow-up waste audit, observations

Participating businesses: 18
• Full service restaurants: 3

• Corporate/institutional cafeterias: 5

• Grocery store delis: 2

• Quick service restaurants: 5 

• Coffee shops: 3
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Full service Quick service Cafeteria Deli Coffee shops

85%

75%
67%

77%
71%

96%
89% 86% 86%

81%

1%

28%

6%

20% 19%

Overall diversion Potential diversion Contamination

High diversion rates are possible!
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> 50% of food captured

70%

23%
30%

16%

35%

98%

76% 76%

57% 57%

Full service Grocery deli Cafeteria Coffee Quick service

% food in
waste
stream

% food
captured
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Food capture: variations with sectors
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Full service
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Mostly food scraps + napkins in compost

Full service Deli/Grocery Cafeteria Quick serve Coffee Shop

86%

48% 49% 45%
35%

13%

10%
23%

11%
39%

1%

42%
28%

43%
26%

Packaging

Napkins

Food
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Contamination: Recycling worse than compost

0%
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20%
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50%

Deli Coffee shops Quick service Corporate
cafeterias

Full service

composting
contamination

recycling
contamination
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Compost contamination by weight

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

plastic lids + cups

non-compostable boats + wrappers

glass bottles

plastic utensils

trash

plastic individual packets (chips)

paper condiment cups

plastic to go containers

aluminum cans

plastic condiment cups

plastic straws

plastic film

plastic bottles
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New signs and re-arranged bins: Did they help?
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Likely to improve but not guaranteed

% OF BUSINESSES IMPROVING AFTER NEW SIGNS, RE-ARRANGED BINS

Better
70%

Worse
30%

OVERALL DIVERSION

Better
60%

Worse
40%

FOOD SCRAP CAPTURE

Better
50%

Worse
50%

COMPOST CONTAMINATION

Signs changed at 10 locations; new or moved bins at 7 locations
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Likely factors for success

Staff sorting, use of durable food 
serviceware at full service

Staff monitoring of sorting at quick service, 
cafeterias

Higher percentage of 
recyclable/compostable packaging

Local stores outperformed national chains











© Eco-Cycle 2019.ecocycle.org

Where to focus

Sector
Total food waste 

available 
Low compost 

contamination
Food to packaging 

ratio

Full service   

Cafeteria   

Quick service   

Grocery/deli   

Coffee shops   
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Next steps: Conduct your own study

Full report and methodology:

www.ecocycle.org/specialreports/
restaurant-composting

Kate Bailey

Policy & Research Director

kate@ecocycle.org

http://www.ecocycle.org/specialreports/restaurant-composting
mailto:kate@ecocycle.org

