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Shareholder	  advocacy	  group	  As	  You	  Sow	  and	  the	  Natural	  Resources	  
Defense	  Council	  (NRDC)	  have	  issued	  a	  new	  report	  examining	  packaging	  
used	  by	  47	  fast	  food/quick	  service	  restaurant	  (QSR)	  chains,	  beverage	  
companies,	  and	  consumer	  good/grocery	  companies	  and	  highlights	  the	  
leaders	  and	  laggards	  in	  terms	  of	  its	  recyclability.	  
	  
The	  report,	  Waste	  and	  Opportunity	  2015:	  Environmental	  Progress	  and	  
Challenges	  in	  Food,	  Beverage,	  and	  Consumer	  Goods	  Packaging,	  points	  
out	  that	  few	  of	  the	  companies	  studied	  have	  sustainable	  packaging	  
policies	  or	  system-‐wide	  programs	  to	  recycle	  their	  packages.	  More	  brand	  
leadership	  is	  key	  to	  improving	  U.S.	  recycling	  rates	  and	  ensuring	  that	  
packaging	  is	  manufactured	  and	  disposed	  of	  responsibly.	  The	  report	  
emphasizes	  that	  non-‐recycled	  packaging	  wastes	  valuable	  material,	  
pollutes	  oceans,	  lakes	  and	  rivers	  and	  fails	  to	  create	  new,	  green	  recycling	  
jobs.	  Out	  of	  47	  companies,	  none	  received	  the	  report’s	  highest	  “Best	  
Practices”	  status.	  
	  

As	  You	  Sow	  CEO	  Andrew	  Behar	  said:	  “U.S.-‐based	  companies	  that	  take	  responsibility	  for	  financing	  the	  recycling	  of	  
packaging	  in	  scores	  of	  other	  countries	  fight	  that	  responsibility	  here	  in	  the	  U.S.	  without	  offering	  viable	  alternatives.	  This	  
industry	  foot-‐dragging	  is	  one	  of	  the	  primary	  reasons	  we	  recycle	  only	  14	  percent	  of	  plastic	  packaging	  in	  the	  U.S.	  The	  more	  
we	  boost	  recycling	  rates,	  the	  more	  we	  reduce	  the	  use	  of	  virgin	  natural	  resources	  and	  mitigate	  emissions	  that	  contribute	  
to	  climate	  change.”	  
	  
Plastic	  packaging	  is	  the	  fastest	  growing	  form	  of	  packaging	  in	  the	  U.S.,	  thanks	  in	  large	  part	  to	  the	  popularity	  of	  fast	  food	  
and	  consumer	  beverages.	  Only	  14	  percent	  of	  that	  plastic	  is	  recycled,	  contributing	  to	  a	  total	  waste	  of	  $11.4	  billion	  in	  
potential	  recycling	  revenue	  every	  year.	  
	  
Companies	  were	  analyzed	  by	  types	  of	  packaging	  material	  used;	  whether	  those	  materials	  are	  recyclable,	  compostable,	  
and/or	  made	  of	  recycled	  content;	  and	  what	  the	  companies	  are	  doing	  to	  promote	  recycling	  of	  their	  packages.	  
	  
Among	  the	  key	  findings:	  Starbucks	  appeared	  as	  the	  only	  QSR	  brand	  to	  aggressively	  seek	  front-‐of-‐house	  recycling	  for	  part	  
or	  all	  of	  its	  packaging,	  system-‐wide,	  while	  New	  Belgium	  Brewing,	  Coca-‐Cola,	  Nestlé	  Waters	  NA,	  and	  PepsiCo	  led	  the	  
beverage	  sector.	  Walmart	  was	  applauded	  for	  achieving	  its	  commitment	  to	  reduce	  packaging	  across	  its	  global	  supply	  
chain	  by	  5	  percent,	  and	  several	  additional	  companies	  that	  have	  committed	  to	  make	  their	  product	  packaging	  recyclable	  
by	  2020.	  
	  
“We	  found	  that	  most	  leading	  U.S.	  fast	  food,	  beverage,	  and	  packaged	  goods	  are	  coming	  up	  significantly	  short	  of	  where	  
they	  should	  be	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  the	  environmental	  aspects	  of	  packaging,”	  said	  Conrad	  MacKerron,	  SVP	  of	  As	  You	  Sow	  
and	  author	  of	  the	  report.	  “These	  companies	  have	  not	  sufficiently	  prioritized	  packaging	  source	  reduction,	  recyclability,	  
compostability,	  recycled	  content,	  and	  recycling	  policies.	  Increased	  attention	  to	  these	  key	  attributes	  of	  packaging	  
sustainability	  would	  result	  in	  more	  efficient	  utilization	  of	  post-‐consumer	  packaging,	  higher	  U.S.	  recycling	  rates,	  reduced	  
ocean	  plastic	  pollution,	  and	  new	  green	  recycling	  jobs.”	  
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Though	  all	  sectors	  have	  room	  for	  improvement,	  the	  fast	  
food/QSR	  industries	  are	  the	  most	  concerning.	  Plastic	  litter	  
from	  takeout	  orders	  —	  including	  cups,	  plates,	  and	  straws	  
—	  not	  only	  contribute	  to	  urban	  blight,	  but	  are	  often	  
swept	  into	  waterways	  and	  oceans,	  where	  they	  partially	  
degrade	  ecosystems	  and	  harm	  marine	  life.	  A	  Clean	  Water	  
Action	  study	  in	  four	  Bay	  Area	  cities	  found	  that	  49	  percent	  
of	  street	  litter	  was	  from	  fast	  food.	  
	  
“Single-‐use	  food	  and	  beverage	  packaging	  is	  a	  prime	  
component	  of	  the	  plastic	  pollution	  in	  our	  oceans	  and	  
waterways,	  which	  kills	  and	  injures	  marine	  life	  and	  poses	  a	  
potential	  threat	  to	  human	  health.	  Companies	  have	  an	  
opportunity	  and	  an	  obligation	  to	  curb	  this	  pollution.	  
Better	  packaging	  design	  and	  improved	  support	  and	  
adoption	  of	  recycling	  are	  key	  to	  turning	  the	  tide	  on	  this	  
unnecessary	  waste,”	  said	  Darby	  Hoover,	  senior	  resource	  
specialist	  and	  packaging	  report	  project	  editor,	  NRDC.	  
	  
The	  report	  also	  took	  into	  account	  some	  systemic	  issues	  
hindering	  higher	  packaging	  recycling	  and	  composting	  
rates.	  From	  limited	  access	  to	  curbside	  recycling	  and	  
composting,	  technical	  glitches	  blocking	  black	  plastic	  
containers,	  and	  contaminated	  recyclables,	  there	  is	  much	  
work	  to	  do	  on	  a	  broader	  scale.	  
	  
As	  customers	  and	  shareholders	  continue	  to	  push	  
companies	  for	  more	  sustainable	  packaging,	  it’s	  expected	  that	  these	  demands,	  coupled	  with	  government	  legislation	  and	  
technology	  advances,	  will	  propel	  sustainable	  packaging	  to	  a	  $244	  billion	  market	  by	  2018.	  
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