School Programs for Reusable Utensils

Introducing reusable foodware helps schools reduce waste and

encourages sustainable habits
B

(Photo courtesy of Maria llves on Unsplash)

The Impact

Plastic waste is a large issue worldwide, and the United States is a big contributor to this
problem. In 2018, the United States generated 36 million tons of plastic waste, which comprised
12% of the country’s municipal solid waste generation. U.S. citizens generate three times as
much waste per capita as Chinese citizens, and the U.S. is among the few countries that create
more waste than they recycle.

Replacing plastic and/or single-use foodware with reusable alternatives in schools is an
excellent way to reduce plastic waste. Plastic accounts for 12% of the total trash disposed of in
schools. With hundreds of students in a school and thousands in a single school district, millions
of plastic items can be diverted from the waste stream through implementing a reusable utensil
and foodware system. Adopting reusable utensils and foodware also teaches students how to
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incorporate sustainable choices into their daily routine and, from a young age, encourages and
fosters a generation that cares for our planet’s future.

There is also concern about health issues and risks in regard to single-use plastics.
According to the National Library of Medicine, plastic food containers are made with solvents
called plasticizers that make them more flexible, as well as intentional additives and inadvertent
contaminants (such as PFAS and styrene) that can leach varying levels of metals and chemicals
into the foods they store. As a result, plastic containers can contribute to the development of
chronic diseases and other health risks.

Description

Introducing reusable foodware in schools involves replacing single-use items like plastic
cutlery, plastic container boxes and miniature sauce packets with reusables. Switching to
reusables involves a series of steps to ensure a smooth transition. It requires phasing out
single-use utensils and container inventory, making adjustments to budget allocations, installing
needed technology such as dishwashers, hiring staff, and educating students and staff about
how to change habits. Ultimately, the adoption of reusables in schools depends on
administrative approval and the support of the school community, including students, parents
and faculty.

Where It's Been Implemented

In the Bay Area, multiple schools and school districts have adopted or attempted to
adopt reusable utensil programs, including the Fremont School District, the Palo Alto Unified
School District, the San Mateo Union High School District, Washington Elementary School in the
Burlingame School District, Green Hills Elementary School in the Millborae Elementary School
District, and the University of California Berkeley.

With over 35,000 students, the Fremont Unified School District first partnered with
StopWaste, a local government agency in Alameda County, and the Center of Environmental
Health. The district initially piloted the reusable foodware program at five elementary schools. It
took one full year to plan the pilot program and two years of implementation to evaluate its
impact. As of 2025, 10 of the district’s 29 elementary schools are using reusables.
Polypropylene cutlery kits and molded fiber trays were replaced with five-compartment steel
trays, stainless steel forks and spoons during lunch service. Individual plastic condiment
packets were also replaced with condiment pumps in the cafeteria. Dishjoy, Inc., a private
reusable service provider, picked up the dirty dishes and left clean ones daily. During 2023, the
district diverted 2,373,300 single-use items weighing 32,983 pounds from the landfill.

The Palo Alto Unified School District, which has over 12,000 students, started a reusable
utensil program in 2019 with the Clean Water Fund’s Rethink Disposable program. The school
district partnered with GreenWaste, its school district waste hauler that provides services to 10
of the 12 elementary schools, to monitor the impact of the reusable utensil pilot in terms of the
volume of trash generated and, within that, the compost percentage.

In its reusable program pilot, the district transitioned 12 elementary schools to reusable
foodware, working to eliminate plastic wrap and plastic lids. The schools introduced plastic
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baskets with compostable liners, stainless steel sporks and reusable plastic clamshells. Dirty
dishes were collected on carts stationed in lunch areas.

The district initially spent $22,831 on reusables and infrastructure and $27,000 on
dishwashers and van drivers. It saved $25,000 a year with a five-month payback period and
diverted 436,540 single-use items weighing about 8,000 pounds from landfill.

Other school districts were inspired by San Mateo County’s Disposable Food Service
Food Ware ordinance, implemented on October 1, 2022, which banned single-use plastics and
encouraged businesses and food providers to switch to reusable foodware.

In 2022-2023, students in the San Mateo Union High School district advocated for
switching to reusable utensils. The district opted to hand out reusable utensils but, due to
budget constraints, encouraged students to take responsibility for washing them at home.
Washington Elementary School in Burlingame followed a similar plan. In 2024, at Green Hills
Elementary in Millbrae, high school student Sydney Chen funded and led a pilot program to
educate grade K-5 students about sustainable living and waste reduction and supplied reusable
utensils to interested students. The amount of plastic utensils saved was measured over the
course of a few months. The pilot program reduced plastic utensil use by 42%. Based on the
pilot program, Chen estimated that, if implemented throughout the whole school year, the
program would help save $4,900 and avoid the use of 672 pounds of plastic; if adopted
district-wide, it would earn a saving of $73,500 and divert 10,000 pounds of plastic. These
projections are based on assumptions that all participating students consistently use reusable
utensils instead of plastic over several months to a year, with estimates calculated using
average weights and costs of plastic utensils compared to the one-time purchase cost of
reusables.

At the University of California, Berkeley, a reusable to-go container and cup system was
created by students at the Berkeley Haas School of Business and the Berkeley Zero Waste
Team. Funded through applied grant money from the TJF Green Initiative Fund, the reusable
to-go container programs Foodware and Buoy involve nearby restaurants around the Berkeley
campus. Customers are offered the chance to use reusable to-go containers rather than
single-use disposables to take their food home. After downloading an app, customers scan a
QR code to link their account to the reusable container. Once used, the container is returned to
drop-off stations to be sanitized and prepared for another use. These reusable to-go container
programs were promoted through in-person tabling at restaurants, and those who signed up for
the program could receive sustainable utensil kits or water filters.

Key Drivers

The Disposable Food Service Ware ordinance enacted by San Mateo County
encouraged the phasing out of single-use items. With its goal of reducing single-use plastic
foodware waste and improving the health and safety of the community, the ordinance inspired
advocates and supporters throughout the county to focus on plastic waste reduction. Adopted
by 16 San Mateo County municipalities as of August 2025, the ordinance lists a series of
banned items, including single-use plastic.
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Key Factors for Success

Partnerships with outside organizations, funding and the support of school administration
and community members are essential for implementing a successful reusable utensil program.
In the Fremont School District’s case, partners included the city’s Environmental Services
Department, which assisted with initial utensil program costs; the Center of Environmental
Health, which introduced the district to new partners sourcing reusables and created a district
case study on reusable lunchware; Dishjoy, Inc., which delivered clean dishes; and StopWaste
and EcoHero Show, which both helped to educate students, staff and faculty. StopWaste also
provided a major grant that contributed to the implementation of Fremont’s reusable lunchware
program. Plastic Free Restaurants helped subsidize the upfront costs of switching to reusable
products, including covering 30% of lost reusable lunchware, and a research team from the
University of California’s Nutrition Policy Institute measured the utensil program’s impact.

The Fremont School District approach in implementing its reusable lunchware program
focused specifically on collaboration and community enthusiasm. First, it created a district green
team to coordinate sustainability efforts and projects in multiple departments, making the
process more efficient. For each reusable lunchware pilot program, the district focused on one
elementary school a week. Each pilot program included a spirited schoolwide assembly
educating students on changes and why it's important. Students were given a walk-through on
how to properly use the new reusable lunchware, which fostered student involvement. There
was also training for custodial and cafeteria staff. Environmental clubs and groups in the district,
including Thornton Middle School’s Energy and Sustainability Club, proposed the Roosevelt
Resolution, a zero-waste-to-landfill resolution, and helped promote sustainability and the use of
reusables in their district. This resolution was introduced to the Fremont Unified School Board in
2022 and was ultimately adopted as one of their district’s values. Coming from the students, the
resolution significantly helped convince the school board to change from disposables to
reusables. Trustees also had concerns about PFAS in Fremont students’ disposable lunchware.

Cities can also play a direct role in accelerating adoption through financial and logistical
assistance. San Francisco’s Environment Department (SFE) offers a support system for
reusables. Through its “Free Reusable Foodware for Large Institutions” initiative, the city
provides grants of up to $5,000 for schools and other large institutions to purchase reusable
food serviceware or to contract with a reusable service provider. SFE awarded $50,100 to
institutions like schools and nonprofits between the 2022-23 and 2023-24 fiscal years. In
addition to direct funding, the city offers resources such as a curated list of vetted reusable
service providers, helping institutions navigate the transition.

Key Obstacles

Key obstacles include budget constraints and winning the support of school
administrators. Implementing a reusable utensil program involves substantial upfront costs and
can be difficult when money is tight or there are other current school priorities. As estimated by
a RethinkDisposable case study of Palo Alto Unified School District, upfront costs can reach
around $22,831. The Fremont Unified District received enough funding from outside
organizations to start its reusable lunchware program, but still depends on federal funding and a
combination of local and national grants for maintenance and continuation of the program.
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To implement a reusable utensil program, students, staff and administration need to
receive support from the school board members. Proponents in the San Mateo Union High
School District struggled to persuade the school board administration to switch to reusable
utensils and, as a result, had to opt for a smaller-scale reusable utensil pilot that became more
of a student behavior change than a school-wide or district-wide implementation. Students
rather than the school had the responsibility of transporting and washing their utensils.

In the Fremont Unified District, one key obstacle was winning safety and cleanliness
approval from the County Health Department, since the district was using an outside
dishwashing provider. The district had to pause its utensil program for 55 days until approval
was received.

The Berkeley’s Zero Waste Team started and implemented Okapy, a reusable cup
system, in the spring of 2025. Sophia Garcia, a student on Berkeley’s Zero Waste Team,
referenced the difficulty in persuading restaurants to participate in these reusable-return
systems and in getting students to use drop-off locations that weres sometimes far from
campus.While implementing a reusable program does require thoughtful planning around
storage, dishwashing, and outreach, these logistics can be effectively managed with the right
partnerships and coordination.
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