Zero Waste Event How-To Guide
A zero-waste event is one where at least 90% of the waste
is diverted from landfills – i.e. the majority of the waste
generated at the event is either composted or recycled. Any
scale event, from department-wide gatherings to small staff
meetings, staff picnics to lunchtime seminars, can all be
made zero waste. Making your event zero waste is one way
to contribute to Penn’s sustainability goals.

Before Your Event - Confirm that materials are reusable, compostable, or
recyclable & plan your communications strategy
Catering
•

If your event is being catered, speak with the caterer about
options for reusable or compostable plates, utensils, and service
ware. Make sure that you have a way to dispose of waste so
that it gets composted. Many caterers also provide reusable
plates, glassware, and utensils, and return to collect used
service ware when your event is over.

•

Favor buffet style food and bulk container drink and salad
dressing options. This reduces waste and resources

•

Create a list of waste concerns you have and make sure there
is clear and consistent communication between event planners
and caterers on the topic of recyclables and composting. Make
every effort to reduce or eliminate any non-compostable or
recyclable containers the caterer might use.

•

Confirm your strategy, get prices, and work out logistics well
in advance of the event. Consult the list of Green Campus
Partnership suggested caterers available here: www.upenn.
edu/sustainability/guides-manuals/zero-waste-event-howguide. This is not an exhaustive list so please let us know if you
used a great caterer not included on the list.

•

Had a great zero waste experience? Let us know! We’re always
on the lookout for innovative zero waste ideas. Fill out the
form found on our Zero Waste Events webpage www.upenn.
edu/sustainability/guides-manuals/zero-waste-event-howguide
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Recycling and Composting
• Penn recycles all plastics #1-7 so most plastic cups and service ware can be recycled.
• Make sure you have access to adequate bins to recycle materials at your event and know proper collection
procedures. Visit Penn’s Waste Management webpage to find more information on collection services.
www.facilities.upenn.edu/sustainability/waste-management-and-recycling
• Composting requires the collection of all food scraps and compostable service ware, napkins and paper
towels provided at your event. This will likely vary depending on the size, location and scope of your event,
so it’s important to understand what is and is not compostable to avoid contamination during collection.
• Organizing composting, recycling and waste bins together with ample signage is an effective way of
educating your guests and encouraging proper disposal practices.

Communication
• Include information about zero-waste on the event
invitation to let attendees know your event will be
zero waste. Consider sending a reminder email
closer to the event date as well.
• In addition to standard trash, recycling and
composting posters, zero waste posters and graphics
are available for download from the Green Campus
Partnership website. The zero waste graphic can
be customized for the event by pairing it with your
School/Center, department, student group’s logo.
Please use and disseminate these graphics as widely
as possible so that members of Penn community can
begin to associate it with sustainable events.
• Ask caterers if they have images of the specific
service ware they provide so you can create your
own signs tailored to the materials used at your
event.

Bundled compost, recycling and landfill containers facilitate
clear and convenient disposal

• Stationing volunteers at waste disposal areas is an
effective strategy for eliminating contamination at a
zero waste event. Consider using trained volunteers
through your staff or department or asking your
caterer to provide additional staff to perform this
task. The amount of assistance needed will depend
on the type and size of your event.

Student volunteer at zero waste event
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At the Event – Clear signage & communications
One of the keys to a successful zero-waste event is clear and prevalent signage so that all attendees and servers
know where to put their refuse.
•

Display signage throughout the event space, including at the sign-in or registration table. Make sure your
staff knows how to answer questions about the zero-waste aspects of the event.

•

Hang recycling, composting, and trash posters directly above the bins, or tape them to the bins themselves
and remember to bundle bins to make it easy and convenient for guests to sort their refuse.

•

Don’t forget to display signage where attendees are picking up their food, like buffet tables, so they know
in advance that they are expected to separate and dispose of refuse properly.

•

Remember you can download customizable signage from the GCP website.

•

Consider making an announcement during the event about what is compostable and recyclable, and why
this is important.

Signage available on the Green Campus Partnership website

After the Event- Logistics & Reporting

• Coordinate with the caterer or compost service to pick up compost after the event. Some caterers will return
to the event and dispose of the compost themselves.
• Let the Green Campus Partnership know how your zero waste event went. Contact
sustainability@upenn.edu about other composting options.
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