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Figure 1. Williams College Alumi Weekend 2010 

 
“Greening” Alumni Weekend by Decreasing Disposable Water Bottle Usage 

 

I. Introduction 

 Williams College feels a moral imperative to make its campus and all of its events 

more environmentally friendly. Currently, the college educates students about sustainable 

practices, implements “green” technologies when possible (small wind turbines, solar 

panels, and assorted other initiatives), attempts to reduce waste, and asks students to take 

the initiative to figure out additional ways to make the campus more sustainable. In an 

effort to make a difference on campus, I have decided to examine the inefficient use of 

disposable water bottles during alumni weekend.  

 

II. Why focus on water bottles during alumni reunion weekend? 

When trying to make Williams College “greener” and more sustainable, it is 

important to first identify products used wastefully. At Williams there are a few 

occasions when immoderation seems to be the norm: alumni reunion weekend (Fig. 1), 

homecoming, and graduation. Alumni weekend takes place over a period of four days, 
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while the other events mentioned are shorter. During alumni weekend, which takes place 

in June, around 3,000 people gather at the Williams College campus. This is more people 

than there are students on campus during the year, joining up to celebrate their times at 

the College and to meet up with old friends (Interview with Ashley Cart). Because this is 

a time of celebration, it is easy for important ideals, like being environmentally 

conscious, to take a back seat to the festivities (this presumes that our alumni are socially 

responsible and sensitive to our planet – not necessarily a given). If the amount of waste 

generated by this weekend can be regulated, it should have a significant, positive 

environmental impact. The data table below shows recent disposable water bottle 

consumption at Williams. 

Table 1. Water Bottle Consumption at Different times of the year (from Fooddata-
fy10.xlsx and water	  june	  1	  to	  16.	  Xlsx) 
Time of Year # of Cases of disposable Water Bottles 
School Year (August 2009- May 2010) 439 
Commencement and Alumni Reunion 
Weekend 2009 376 

 

The number of disposable water bottle cases purchased for alumni reunion 

weekend and commencement in 2009 is almost as large as the number of cases purchased 

by Williams College for the dining halls during the 2009-2010 school year. During the 

school year the college purchased 439 cases of 24 sixteen-ounce disposable water bottles 

or an average of 43.9 cases each month (Fooddata-fy10.xlsx). The catering department 

states that 376 cases of disposable water bottles were purchased for alumni weekend and 

commencement (water june 1 to june 16.xlsx). Despite the fact that alumni weekend and 

commencement take place in a period of time that is less than 10 days, in 2009 these two 

events used 85% of the total amount of disposable bottled water that was consumed 

during the school year.  



	   	     3	  

In 2010 Williams College managed to reduce the number of cases of disposable 

water bottles it purchased for alumni weekend and commencement from 376 cases to 36 

cases (water june 1 to june 16.xlsx). This reduction occurred because the college stopped 

serving disposable water bottles at commencement in 2010. This is a huge achievement, 

particularly since commencement lasts one day, and the alumni week-end four days. The 

36 cases of disposable water bottles represent 9 cases per day as opposed to 2.7 cases per 

day during the school year (439 cases divided by roughly 160 school days). Normalizing 

for the 50% increase in population on campus during school reunion week-end, 

consumption of water would be 6 cases per day or more than twice as great as the 2.7 

number. This means that the amount of disposable water bottles consumed during alumni 

weekend is significantly greater than the amount that is consumed during the year. 

If Williams can reduce the number of water bottles consumed during alumni 

weekend, it will have a positive impact on our campus both economically and 

environmentally. The savings from eliminating the 864 water bottles that were purchased 

in 2010 would be $240.19 (Break the Water Bottle Habit). In addition, tap water would 

reduce the amount of waste and energy that is needed to make bottled water. The 864 

water bottles required roughly 87 mega-joules of energy and 21 gallons of oil for their 

manufacture, and in addition 162 pounds of carbon dioxide were released into the 

atmosphere (Break the Water Bottle Habit). The volume of water required for the 

purification process and the production of water bottles is twice as great as the amount 

that goes into the bottles for consumption. Disposable water bottles are inherently 

wasteful which is why a tap water alternative is so desirable.  

The figures in the previous two paragraphs focus strictly on the number of water 

bottles that Williams College purchases for the alumni week-end, but there are additional 
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water bottles that are consumed. Upon interviewing Ashley Cart, Director of Alumni 

relations and the main organizer of reunion weekends, I was informed that the reunion 

classes frequently purchase water bottles for their class headquarters. Because the college 

does not regulate these purchases, there is no available data. However, it would be 

desirable to eliminate these purchases as well, since the fewer water bottles that are 

consumed the “greener” the reunion weekend will become overall.  

There is a third source of disposable water bottle consumption during this week-

end, caterers, which I will discuss later. 

 

III. Why disposable water bottles do not offer any advantages over reusable water 

bottles for alumni weekend 

 One of the principal reasons why people buy disposable water bottles is because 

they are thought to be more convenient. Disposable water bottles offer consumers a 

single serving of filtered water that can be thrown out once it is empty. They can easily 

be handed out in a crowd, which works well during migratory influxes such as reunion 

week-end. On the downside there is the issue of disposal, so additional recycling bins 

have to be set up, which requires effort and has a cost. Reusable bottles require filtered 

water stations. This is not a problem at Williams. We have an ample supply of these 

which obviates the need for bottled water, if the visitors can be persuaded to bring their 

own reusable bottle. 

In order to achieve the goal of eliminating all disposable water bottles at alumni 

weekend, the alumni center needs to provide a map designating locations where alums 

can refill their reusable water bottles. Students know where the water fountains and water 

dispensers are located on campus, but for alumni finding these stations will require some 
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guidance. With a proper map refilling a reusable water bottle would be as convenient as 

locating a new disposable bottle (Interview with Ashley Cart).  

 

IV. Methods for increasing the number of reusable water bottles alumni and their 

families secure for the weekend 

 The simplest way to reduce the need for the college to supply bottled water is to 

have alumni bring their own reusable bottles. This is an idea that Oberlin College 

employs and markets on their webpage for Commencement/ Reunion Weekend 

Sustainability. Oberlin does a fantastic job of ensuring that their alumni know about their 

initiatives and participate in them. 

 

 

 

The message above is taken directly from Oberlin’s website and provides a good 

template for what Williams might want to put on the FAQ website for alumni weekend. 

Oberlin began replacing bottled water with water pitchers and glasses in 2008, and by 

2009 all single use water bottles on campus during alumni weekend had been eliminated 

(Oberlin sustainability website). This was a tremendous accomplishment, and hopefully 

one that Williams College will be able to achieve by next year. One other college that has 

Figure	  2.	  Message	  from	  Oberlin	  Website	  
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recently asked alums to bring their own reusable water bottles is Dickinson College. 

Because this is a fairly new effort for the college there is no data available at this time, 

however the message on their website can also help to serve as a guide for how Williams 

may market this initiative to alumni: “Water will be available throughout the weekend in 

several locations, and all of our water fountains offer filtered water so you may fill your 

own reusable bottle. Help us reduce the amount of plastic on campus during this busy 

weekend by bringing your water bottle with you” (Dickinson College alumni weekend 

FAQ page). It will be important to communicate to alums that while disposable water 

bottles are not being provided, Williams will strive to make the use of reusable water 

bottles as convenient as possible by providing many refill locations. 

 Another alternative would be to provide alumni with a reusable water bottle as a 

gift. In 2009 Harvard University’s class of 1984 decided to make their reunion “greener” 

by providing attending alums with reusable water bottles (Fig. 3).  

 

This ensured that alumni did have reusable 

water bottles and could participate in the 

weekend’s festivities without the need for disposable water bottles. These water bottles 

are more functional than many of the other gifts that alumni receive, such as t-shirts or 

Frisbees, and could be used for many years. Two issues with this initiative (cost should 

not be an issue since each class does provide a souvenir right now – and at $10 a top 

Figure 3. Harvard class of 1984, 25th reunion 
presents. 
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quality water is within an equivalent price range) would be getting all of the alumni 

classes to agree to hand out water bottles as their class gifts and reminding alums to bring 

these water bottles to future alumni weekends.  

Another possible option for ensuring that alumni have reusable water bottles 

during alumni weekend is to include the cost of a reusable water bottle in the price of 

housing on campus. Housing during alumni weekend costs $80 per bed for the entire 

weekend, and most rooms on the William College campus are filled (Interview with 

Ashley Cart). When bought in bulk the cost of a good reusable water bottle is roughly 

$6.00, so by increasing the cost of the room to $86.00 all alumni staying on campus could 

be provided with a reusable water bottle (Stephanie Boyd). The alumni who would not 

have water bottles would be those that choose to stay in off-campus housing, and the 

college could set up a place for these alums to buy the same water bottle.  

The only one of these three initiatives that is truly green from Williams College’s 

perspective is to have alumni bring an existing reusable bottle. However if this initiative 

succeeds in modifying the behavior of alumni who are using bottled water in their 

everyday lives and persuades them to switch to a reusable bottle, then over time our 

planet will benefit. 

 

V. The feasibility of implementing a substantial change on campus 

 Dining services at Williams College is capable of making changes to eliminate the 

use of disposable water bottles at alumni weekend. One of the “green” initiatives that 

took place on campus a few years ago was an effort to reduce the waste generated from 

Post Commencement Receptions, which serve approximately 3,000 guests. The waste 

from the 2006 Post Commencement Reception was enough waste to fill one 15 yard 
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dumpster. In 2007, after a green initiative, the waste for the Post Commencement 

Reception was reduced to 11 bags of garbage, 23 bags of compost, and 11 bags of 

recyclable soda cans. This waste would fit into a 3 yard dumpster (Waste Reduction 

Initiative: Dining Services). Dining services used disposable paper plates, paper cups and 

plastic utensils in 2006, while in 2007 they substituted reusable items and added a 

clearing station (Interview with Chris Abayasinghe). Eliminating disposable bottles at 

alumni week-end seems eminently within reach when compared to this 2007 initiative.  

  

VI. Discussion 

At the top of the Williams College frequently asked questions for alumni weekend 

webpage, Ashley Cart has posted a message asking visitors to bring their own reusable 

water bottles (Reunion 2011- Frequently asked question). Hopefully this message will 

resonate with alumni and their families. My hope is that this will be a transition year, and 

that next year the website can announce that there will be no disposable water bottles on 

campus, and that everyone should bring a bottle. It will be necessary to have some bottles 

for sale, since inevitably certain alumni will omit to bring their own. If the decision is to 

give bottles to visiting alumni through one of the programs outlined above then there 

would be no need to ask alumni to bring their own. 

Finally there are outside caterers on campus during alumni weekend. I was not 

able to get data for the amount of disposable water bottles that these caterers use, but 

when trying to go “green” it is important to involve them as well (Interview with Ashley 

Cart). Williams should prepare a set of sustainability guidelines for outside caterers to 

adhere to. The college should insist on pitchers of water for sit down dinners, and could 

encourage diners to refill these at obvious stations so as not to create additional work for 
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the wait staff. Alumni weekend is a complex time and in order to have a weekend 

completely free of disposable water bottles all parties involved, from the visitors, to 

college staff to caterers will need to be on board. The Alumni Center, in conjunction with 

the Zilkha Center, would need to be in charge of communicating this message. 

The most remarkable fact that I learned while conducting research on this subject 

(referenced briefly early in this paper) was that commencement used to consume 

significantly more disposable water bottles than alumni weekend did. When Williams 

stopped serving disposable water bottles at commencement the number of cases of water 

bottles purchased by the catering department for commencement and alumni weekend 

plummeted from 376 in 2009 to 36, which is a reduction of 90.43%. I questioned this 

number and wondered whether the 376 cases were an aberration but in 2007 the 

equivalent number was 440 cases (2008 data was not available – it will be important to 

improve record keeping to chart future progress). One would not have expected that 

commencement, a one-day event, would have required so many more bottles than alumni 

week-end. The college has already taken a significant step in “greening” college events in 

June by eliminating the use of disposable water bottles for commencement, but a month 

completely devoid of disposable water bottle usage would be even better. Since the 

college has already eliminated over 8,000 disposable water bottles in the month of June, 

864 more should not represent an overwhelming task. 
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Table	  2.	  Water	  June	  1	  to	  16	  

Year Item Pack Size Quantity 
2007 Water Poland Springs 24/20 oz 1 
2007 Williams Water via Ginsbergs 24/16.9 oz 240 
2007 Water Sand Springs 24/16 oz 179 

    
2009 Water Poland Springs 24/16.9 oz 254 
2009 Water Sand Springs 24/16 oz 122 

    
2010 Water Sand Springs 24/16 oz 30 
2010 Water Poland Springs 24/16.9 oz 6 

    

 
Bottled water purchased during graduation 

and reunions   
	  


