
Single-use packaging is used in a matter of 
minutes but causes long-term harm.
DISPOSABLE PAPER CUPS:
• 20 billion paper cups used each year in the U.S. (375/

person/year), consuming over 11 million trees and 35 
billion gallons of water,  generating 2.2 billion lbs. of 
waste, 4 billion lbs. of carbon dioxide emissions.8 

PLASTIC STRAWS:
• 500 million plastic straws used each day in the U.S 

(182 billion straws per year), generating 342 million lbs. 
of plastic waste/year, and greenhouse gas emissions 
equivalent to 8.3 million miles driven per year.9

FREE DISPOSABLES RESULT IN:
• Failing to incorporate their environmental impact into  

cost of food service
• Not thinking about how much we consume

Takeout food and beverage packaging 
poses risks to human health. 
• Hundreds of food packaging chemicals are known 

carcinogens or endocrine disruptors that can migrate into 
food and beverages.10

• One third to 50% of compostable foodware tested contains 
fluorinated chemicals that are not eliminated in the 

composting process, are 
extremely persistent, can 
leach into groundwater, 
and can end up in 
plants grown for food in 
contaminated compost.11

• Fluorinated chemicals 
pose serious human 
health risks, including kidney and testicular cancer, thyroid 
disruption, ADHD, delayed puberty and obesity.

Local government spending.
• In 2015, the State required all jurisdictions to eliminate 

discharges of trash to stormwater by 2030.12

• California jurisdictions were spending $458 million per year 
on trash control prior to the issuance of the new policy.13 
They will spend much more to comply.

Increases in disposable plastic 
worsen climate change.
• Industry projects a 400% increase in plastic production 

over the next 30 years, fueled by fracking and cheap 
natural gas.

• Much of the growth is projected by expanding single-use 
disposable plastic packaging.14

THE PROBLEM:
• Food and beverage packaging comprises 74% of top 20 littered items in beach cleanups.1

• 80% of marine plastic is comprised of packaging and cigarette butts from urban trash.2

• Nearly 700 species of marine wildlife are impacted by ingestion and entanglement.3  
• By 2050, there will be more plastic in the ocean than fish.4

• Plastic debris attracts pollutants in seawater and freshwater, particularly persistent organic 
pollutants, and concentrates them on the surface of plastic particles.5

• Micro-plastics are increasingly found in fish and shellfish sold for human consumption, 
and can transfer pollutants to seafood.6 They are also found in honey, beer, salt, and in tap 
water and bottled water.7

How to Reduce Take-out 
Packaging Litter and Save Money

Connect with us: 
@upstreampolicy and www.upstreampolicy.org
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Charging for disposables works best.
Consumer charges for single-use products work.
• Ireland’s 2002 “Plas-Tax” of 0.15 EU, reduced plastic 

grocery bag consumption by 90% and resulted in 40 
times less plastic bag litter.15  

• Taiwan’s 2003 plastic bag charge resulted in a 68% 
reduction in use. 

• Washington D.C.’s $0.05 charge decreased bags by 75%.
• Great Britain’s 2015 five pence charge resulted in an 80% 

decrease in bags. 
• People are more likely to change behavior in response to 

smaller charges than higher level discounts.16

Voluntary measures have not worked.
• Starbucks committed to sell twenty-five percent (25%) of 

its beverages in reusable cups by 2015, but failed to take 
serious steps to achieve its goal and is currently achieving 
a 1.4% rate of reusables.17   

• In 2017, the UK considered, but failed to enact, a “latte 
levy” after Pret a Manager and Costa takeout chains’ five 
pence discount failed.18

Other jurisdictions are moving towards bans and fees 
for disposable foodware.
• Taiwan is imposing charges for all straws, plastic 

shopping bags, disposable 
utensils, and beverage cups 
by 2025 and then a complete 
ban on single-use plastic 
items, including straws, cups, 
and shopping bags by 2030.19  

• Ireland is considering banning 
single use coffee cups, 
with 50% of the population 
surveyed in support.20  

• The EU announced in 2018 a policy that by 2030 all plastic 
packaging in the EU will be recyclable or reusable.21  

• California cities of Malibu, Davis, and Manhattan beach 
banned plastic straws with “ask first” for alternatives, 
and Malibu included utensils and stirrers.

Food businesses save money. 
• Businesses in the Bay Area spend between $0.25 and 

$0.85 per meal on disposable foodware.22   
• ReThink Disposable (Clean Water Fund) showcases 

businesses that have voluntarily minimized disposables 
and demonstrate annual net costs savings (accounting 
for costs of reusables, dishwashing, etc.) from $1,000–
$22,000 per year.23

THE SOLUTION:
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