
Reusable Foodware Saves Restaurants Money
American restaurants spend an annual sum of $21.9 billion on disposable food service products.1 
Converting just 20% of plastic packaging to reusable alternatives represents a $10 billion business 
opportunity.2 ReThink Disposable demonstrates that a small business can save an average of $3,000 
to $22,000 annually by incorporating some reusable serviceware into operations.3 These savings are 
accompanied by a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, water use, pollution, and waste through-
out the life cycle of products. Reusable food products and packaging produce up to 85% less carbon 
than their single use counterparts.4 

Flatware Quantity Price

plastic fork 1000 $6.29

plastic knife 1000 $6.29

plastic spoon 1000 $6.29

set of 3 plastic 1000 $32.98

metal fork 1 $0.12

metal knife 1 $0.29

metal spoon 1 $0.10

12 oz Cups Quantity Price

plastic 1000 $47.70

compostable 1000 $96.94

glass 1 $1.54

12 oz Hot Cups Quantity Price

paper w/ plastic 500 $26.65

compostable 500 $38.48

ceramic 1 $2.95

White 9” Plates Quantity Price

paper w/ plastic 1000 $12.74

paper 1000 $21.97

compostable 1000 $77.90

styrofoam 1000 $36.86

ceramic 1 $1.39

Baskets Quantity Price

clay coated paper 100 $1.21

red plastic 1 $0.27

Comparison of costs of reusable and disposable food serviceware products. 
The price of a single reusable product is compared to the number of disposable 
products that are eliminated by the reusable product. 

*all pricing obtained from webstaurant.com



Type of Meal Cost of one meal’s 
reusable foodware

Cost of one meal’s 
disposable foodware

Coffee Shop Order (hot cup 
and a plate for a pastry) < $0.01 $0.06

Fast Food Order (plate, 
basket, fork, knife, cold cup) < $0.01 $0.08

Diner Meal (fork, knife, 
spoon, plate, cold cup, hot 
cup, basket)

$0.01 $0.14

Number of Uses for Reusable Products
Life cycle analyses were used to determine the number of uses and wash cycles 
for reusable products. 

Item Expected number of uses 
throughout its life cycle 

Utensils5 1000

Cups6 1000

Mugs7 500

Plates8 1000

Baskets 100



Dishwashing and Labor Requirements to Transition to Reuse
The city of Alameda, an island in the San Francisco Bay, worked with Rethink Disposable to convert 
eighty of their restaurants to reusable serviceware. Only three of these businesses chose to expand 
their dishwashing capacity in the form of rented dishwashers and additional staff. Using reusable 
products saved Alameda businesses over $130,000 per year and reduced its annual waste by 
64,000 lbs.

Hang Ten Boiler: Existing Dishwashing Capacity, Added Labor
The Hang Ten Boiler, a Hawaiian seafood restaurant in Alameda, CA, converted their serviceware 
to reusable products for their 50 seats of onsite dining. There was a one-time cost of $2,000 to buy 
the reusable plates, bowls, cups, and utensils and an average $12,000 to wash and replace broken 
or lost serviceware. They use their mechanized dishwasher and hired a part-time dishwasher who 
works 20 hours a week. Despite these costs, the Hang Ten Boiler saves a net annual $4,000 on the 
reduced costs of waste management and single use serviceware.9

Crispian Bakery: Added Dishwashing Capacity, No Labor Added
Crispian Bakery is a small site, in Alameda, CA, which serves coffee and pastry for up to ten on site 
diners and takeout. The cafe switched to using reusable serviceware for their on site customers and 
instituted a discount for those who brought their own mugs for takeout. They now rent a dishwash-
er for $75 a month, after an installation cost of $500. Their water bill only increased by an average 
$30 a month. By switching to reusable plates, cups, and silverware, the Crispian Bakery saves a net 
$1,700 annually.10

University of San Francisco’s Market Cafe: Existing Dishwashing Capacity, No Labor Added
This university dining hall serves 3 meals a day with an daily average of 5,000 transactions. Be-
fore switching to primarily reusable products, they spent over $340,000 annually on disposable 
foodware. There was an initial cost of $5,000 to buy the necessary products, and an annual cost of 
$27,000 in upkeep. They already had dishwashing capabilities, and the cost of upkeep covers addi-
tional washing supplies and replacing foodware when necessary. The Market Cafe gains a net annual 
saving of over $150,000 by using reusable products.11

Key Takeaway: Any cost incurred to 
individual restaurants by the necessity of 
additional labor or washing machinery is 
offset by the savings on foodware as well 
as the reduced waste disposal cost. Even 
businesses that do invest in increased 
dishwashing capacity receive significant 
savings, as seen in the three restaurants 
above which made the switch to reusable 
serviceware.
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