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if you’re not for zero waste,
how much waste are you for?

  

“
”

What is Zero 
Waste?

Zero waste refers to the 
diversion of all non-

hazardous waste from 
the landfill through

recycling, composting, 
reducing, reusing, and 

upcycling.1  

Zero waste begins to 
challenge the ‘business 
as usual’ one-way waste 

flows and transitions 
them into a circular 
system of reuse and 

repurpose.  

1. Zerowasteneo, Zero Waste Event Planning 
Guide. Cleveland, 2015. zerowasteneo.com 

Why is 
Zero Waste 
Important?

Hosting a zero waste 
event can result in 

lower event costs and 
can create a market for 

green event products 
and services. While you 
are downsizing waste by 
diverting recyclable and 
compostable materials 
from going to landfills, 

you will also be reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions.

 
Hosting zero waste events 

shows leadership in 
waste reduction and can 

encourage others to do the 
same.



Before Your Event1.
Set Zero Waste Goals
 It is a good idea to set a goal that is both challenging and practical.    
 Consider setting a zero waste goal that can be easily measured both   
 during and after the event. (e.g.: 70 percent waste diversion goal    
 with 20 percent recycling and 50 percent compost.) See Appendix III for the  
 waste diversion equation. 

Establish a Zero Waste Point Person & a Zero Waste Team
 These roles are key in executing a successful Zero Waste Event, your point   
 person will educate your volunteers or team and will be available at trash,  
 compost and recycling bins to provide assistance to attendees and prevent  
 bin contamination.

Find a Venue That Is Willing to Work with Your Sustainability 
Goals
 Determine necessary waste removal services (trash, composting, recycling).

Find Vendors That Are Willing to Work with Your Sustainability 
Goals
 Embed recycling and composting requirements into vendor and exhibitor  
 agreements. Communicate your zero waste expectations with vendors,   
 including where their waste should go during the event. See Appendix IV for  
 a sample list of vendor and exhibitor questions and agreements.

Determine What Types of Reusable, Recyclable, and 
Compostable Materials Are Needed for the Event
 Make sure that the compostable serviceware used meets the **ASTM D6400  
 specification for commercial composting. For a full list of certified   
 compostable material distributors, visit www.bpiworld.org

what is 
Astm 

D6400?

**ASTM D6400 is the 
standard specification 

for compostable plastics. 
ASTM D6400 items are 

certifiably biodegradable 
in commercial composting 

facilities at a specified 
rate1,2 

1 definition: astm.org
2 image: wisegeek.org
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Determine the Placement of Waste Stations & Cover Any 
Permanent Trash Fixtures in the Area.
 Determine the number and placement of three-bin (compost, recycle  
 and trash) zero waste stations by thinking about where the most waste will be  
 generated. There should be no stand-alone bins, and permanent trash   
 fixtures in the area should be covered to prevent waste from being    
 deposited there. 

Develop a Plan to Measure Your Waste
 Develop a plan for measuring your waste diversion rate. See Appendix II and  
 III for more information on measuring event waste.

Determine How You Will Promote or Send Invites
 Consider using electronic invitations and e-marketing strategies to invite   
 attendees and promote your event. Update your marketing and invitations   
 to indicate that this will be a zero waste event to encourage your   
 attendees to help reach your waste goals.

Recruit and Educate Volunteers
 As a general rule of thumb, you should have one volunteer per waste station.  
 Have a meeting prior to your event with the zero waste volunteers to educate  
 them on what materials go where and how to effectively communicate this  
 to attendees. For a sample volunteer guide, see Appendix V.

Compost, Recycle & Trash Signage
 Prepare signage that is easy to understand and that clearly and adequately  
 communicates which items go in which bin. It helps to look at both    
 good and bad examples of signage in order to make yours effective and   
 prevent bin contamination. See examples in Appendix I.

Consider Donating Leftover Food 
 Coordinate with a local food bank/church/shelter beforehand as not   
 everywhere can accept prepared food from events. 

Arrange Haulers 
 After you have evaluated your waste stream and determined the placement  
 of your bins, it is a good idea to arrange a composting, recycling and trash  
 hauler that fits your standards. If your event is smaller, you may be able to do  
 your own hauling. 3

Evaluate your waste stream
Make a greater impact at your event by evaluating 

the kind of waste that might be generated and 
identifying more eco-friendly alternatives. 

(e.g.: substituting individually packaged condiments 
for bulk condiments)



During Your Event2.
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Ensure Stations Are Clearly Marked and There Are No 
Stand-alone Bins

Line Compost Bins with Compostable Bags

Line Recycling Bins with Plastic Bags or Leave with No Liner

Ensure Your Vendors Know Where to Dispose of Their Materials

Make Sure Volunteers Are Continuing to Prevent Bin 
Contamination
 Consider doing “check-ins” with your volunteers periodically throughout the  
 event to make sure they are educating guests on where and how to dispose  
 of trash, recyclables, and compostables.

Do a Checkup on Your Waste Stream
 If you have food vendors, check to make sure that they have followed through  
 on the terms of their agreements by making sure that all of their sellable   
 items are compostable, recyclable or reusable. 

Change Bags as Needed.
 Depending on how you have decided to measure, your waste you may either  
 set aside full bags to be measured after the event, or you may measure as   
 you change bags. See Appendix III for a sample waste diversion chart. 

If Appropriate, Make Zero Waste Announcements
 As well as spreading your zero waste message, announcements will also   
 encourage and educate guests.

Enjoy the Event!

Assign Your Volunteers to Their Stations
 Have your volunteers arrive early to answer any questions that may arise.   
 Be strategic in your placement of volunteers by placing inexperienced   
 volunteers with more experienced volunteers; or in the event that you find   
 that you are short on volunteers, move receptacles closer to     
 one another so that one volunteer can manage two stations. For    
 a sample volunteer waste guide, see Appendix V.



After Your Event3.
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Ensure That Your Vendors are Disposing of Materials Properly 

Collect Unused and Extra Materials for Reuse 

Measure Your Success
 Following the event, be sure to measure the amount of waste your zero waste  
 efforts helped divert from landfills. In some cases, the waste/recycling/  
 compost hauler may be able to provide the final weight of materials   
 collected/diverted. See Appendix II for helpful waste diversion    
 measurement tips and Appendix III for a sample diversion measurement   
 chart.

Take Notes or Pictures
 Document your zero waste event so that you remember what was successful  
 and what was not for your next event. 

Communicate Your Success
 Make sure to communicate that your success matched with your goals to   
 your attendees. Let them know that without their help your event diversion   
 rate would not have been possible!
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Appendixi
Signage Examples

Make sure your depictions are clear 
and provide some description. Too 
much text can be distracting, so 
be sure to keep your descriptions 
minimal. 

If you are not covering permanent 
fixtures in the area, you might 
consider using an “out of order” sign 
to deter guests from using them for 
disposal.

Included in this toolkit, you will find 
Compost, Recycle, and Trash signs 
that you can cut out and use for 
your event. Or go to Lakewood.org/
ZeroWaste Tools to download signs. 



Breads, Grains & Pasta
Fruits & Vegetables

Meat & Seafood

Tissues
Paper Towels & Napkins

Paper Plates

Utensils Clearly Labeled 
“Compostable”

Paper Tea Bags
Coffee Filters
Coffee Grinds

co
m

p
o

st
ab

le

COMPOST
it will turn into soil

coffee & tea

soiled paper

compostable items

food scraps





Aluminium Cans & Foil
Metal Lids
Pie Pans

Plastic Bottles
Plastic Cups

Plastic Containers

Paper
Boxes

Glass Bottles
Jars

RECYCLE
it will become new material

paper & cardboard

glass

plastic

cans





Styrofoam Containers
Styrofoam Cups

Plastic Bags
Chip Bags

Sandwich Bags

Non-Compostable Beverage Cups

Plastic Wrappers
Candy Wrappers

TRASH
it will go to a landfill

some cups

wrappers

plastic & chip bags

styrofoam





Appendixii
Measuring Your Waste 
Diversion Rate
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Here are some 
helpful tips:

 » Hand-held luggage  
 scales work well for  
 weighing individual  
 trash bags.

 » Place your focus on  
 the amount of   
 recycled and   
 composted items.

 » Commingled   
 recycling may   
 be easier to   
 measure than   
 separating your   
 recyclables and   
 adding separate   
 weights. 

In order to achieve your waste 
goals, developing a set of metrics 
to measure the amount of waste 
generated at your event, as well as 
the amount recycled and composted, 
will be key. 

There are many ways to measure the 
waste diversion rate of your event. 
In some cases your hauler will 
measure your  waste diversion rate 
for you; be sure to check with your 
hauler before your event to make 
sure that this is an option and to let 
them know that you’d like a diversion 
report. It should be confirmed that 
the weight will be reported on your 
invoice. 

In the event that your hauler will not 
measure your waste diversion, it will 
be up to you to calculate the amount 
of waste you diverted from landfills. 
If you are measuring your diversion 
rates, it will be important to decide 
prior to the event whether you will 
measure during the event or if you 
will measure afterwards. 



Appendixiii
Sample Waste Diversion Chart
Using a luggage scale is an easy way to measure each bag’s weight.
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Compost

Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          

Recycle

Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          

Trash

Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          
Weight:                          

Total Compost:                             Total Recycle:                             Total Trash:                             

Waste Diversion 
Rate x 100 = Total Recycling + Total Compost

Total Recycling + Total Compost + Total Trash



Vendor & Exhibitor Questions

You will want to ask your vendors 
and exhibitors key questions in 
order to gauge what types of waste 
will be generated at your event 
and to ensure that your zero waste 
objectives have been properly 
communicated. Here are some 
example questions that you can ask 
your vendors and exhibitors.

Food Vendor Questions

 » What types of food and beverage items   
 will be served?

 » How are your served items packaged?

 » Are you able to provide reusable,    
 recyclable or compostable serviceware?  
 (For compost, serviceware must be   
 ASTM D6400 certified)

Exhibitor Questions

 » Will you be selling items? If so, will you   
 be able to provide items that are    
 reusable or recyclable?

 » How are your sellable items packaged?

 » Will you be doing a giveaway? If so, will   
 you be able to provide giveaway    
 items that will not generate waste? 

iv
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Appendix
Vendor Questions & Agreements

Vendor & Exhibitor Agreements

 
To establish zero waste 
accountability from your vendors 
and exhibitors, it is essential to 
provide them with an agreement 
that states that they are aware of the 
types of materials that they can and 
cannot use. An example agreement 
may look like this: 

Compostable 
Cutlery & Cups

Paper Plates

Paper Bowls
  

Paper Sandwich 
Wrap

Paper Cupcake 
and Muffin Cups

Cutlery That Is 
Not Recyclable 
or Compostable

 Plastic Wrap

Styrofoam Plates

Styrofoam Bowls

Individual 
Condiment 
Packages

Yes No

I certify that I will comply with the zero waste 
event standards at [event name] by serving 
customers with reusable, compostable (ASTM 
D6400) or recyclable materials.

[Signature & Business Name]



Choose your volunteers   
carefully; you will want to find   
volunteers that are passionate about 
reaching your zero waste goals.

Place inexperienced volunteers 
with experienced volunteers at 
each waste station. The experienced 
volunteers can assist with questions 
and concerns. 

Check in on your volunteers 
periodically throughout the event to 
make sure they are staying focused 
and educating guests on how to 
dispose of event waste properly. This 
is an important step in preventing bin 
contamination.

Consider having your volunteers 
wear something that stands out.

Appendixv
Volunteer Guide
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Compost

 » All Food

 » Coffee Filters &  
 Tea Bags

 » Napkins & Paper  
 Towels

 » Soiled Paper   
 Products &   
 Cardboard

 » Compostable   
 Utensils, Plates &  
 Cups

 » Wood Stirring   
 Sticks

Will vary depending on collection 
vendors

Recycle

 » Clean Paper &   
 Cardboard

 » Plastics #1-7

 » Glass

 » Aluminum Cans,  
 Foil & Pie Tins

 » Steel Cans

Will vary depending on collection 
vendors

Trash

 » Styrofoam

 » Plastic Bags,   
 Plastic Wrap,   
 Plastic Straws

 » Soiled    
 Recyclables   
 with less than10%  
 Residue or Food  
 Waste

What Goes Where?
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