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Introduction 

 Eco Café has “eco” in its name, but it certainly does not earn it for being ecologically-

friendly (Fig. 1).  Eco Café specializes in to-go food, which translates to a lot of waste.  

Everything that Eco Café sells is packaged and disposable.  There are cereals in small plastic 

containers, boxed milks, nuts and granola in plastic bags, packaged oatmeal bags, yogurt in small 

plastic containers, drinks in plastic or glass bottles, paper cups and plastic lids for coffee or tea, 

and plastic bags for the baked goods.  The cups are compostable, and there are small 

compostable plates available, but there is no compost in Schow Atrium.  Very few people will 

hold on to the cups or plates until they get to a dining hall in order to compost them.  Also, the 

baked goods are the only items that are not pre-packaged and could be put on compostable plates 

instead of wasting more plastic.  However, the compostable plates are out of the way.  The baked 

goods are automatically put into plastic bags, and it is obnoxious to ask for a bagel to be put on a 

plate instead when there is a line waiting. 
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Figure 1: Eco Café (Photo T. Miller) 

 

 I plan to explore various ways that we could make Eco Café more eco-friendly.  Firstly, I 

will look into the logistics of implementing compost.  Secondly, I will look into switching to 

using real dishware at Eco Café, instead of disposable paper and plastic products.  Thirdly, I will 

look into ways to buy goods in bulk and decrease the amount of packaging and trash produced 

from Eco Café.  Fourthly, I will look into getting more local food (and beverages) at Eco Café.  

Lastly, I will explore options for creating incentives for people to bring reusable mugs instead of 

using paper cups. 
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Compost 

 To get a sense of whether or not composting in Eco Café would be useful and effective, I 

created a survey with various questions about how students use Eco Café.  I posted the survey on 

my Facebook page, on WSO, and I sent it to the listservs of my a cappella group and Thursday 

Night Grassroots.  Respondents from the Thursday Night Grassroots listserv would clearly bias 

the survey results towards more pro-environmental responses.  However, I believe that enough of 

the responses came from the other sources that the results are still a good representation of 

student opinion.  About forty of the ninety-seven responses came after the posting on WSO.  

Additionally, the title of the survey was simply “Eco Café,” which would not bias more 

environmentally-focused people to choose to respond more. 

 When I asked how far people would be willing to walk food scraps or compostable 

dishware in order to compost them, 7 of 89 respondents said from anywhere on campus, 31 said 

from anywhere in Science Quad, 38 said from Schow, and 13 said they would be unwilling to 

compost (Fig. 2) (Miller, 2013).  Most of the food from Eco Café is taken to classes somewhere 

in Science Quad or taken to Schow (Marchegiani, 2013).  Therefore, the willingness to compost 

from these places is the most critical.  Seventy-eight percent of students said they would compost 

from either Science Quad or just Schow (and an extra eight percent from anywhere on campus) 

(Miller, 2013).  It is likely that fewer people would actually compost, but these results still show 

significant support for the implementation of compost in Eco Café and seem to indicate that it 

would be a successful program.    
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Figure 2: Willingness to Compost in Eco Café (Miller, 2013) 

 

 The compost at Williams College is taken to a storage container by Mission, and then it is 

taken to an industrial composting facility or Caretaker Farm twice a year (Abayasinghe, 2013).  

The person who takes the other compost to Mission could also take Eco Café’s compost, or 

Bernie Baker, who picks up the campus recycling, could take the compost over while he is 

getting the recycling from Eco Café and Schow (People Directory, 2013).  There would be some 

extra costs from the additional composting, but they would be offset by the money saved from 

having less trash.  In addition, there would be the ecological benefits of composting instead of 

producing more waste.   

 If it were too difficult to transition to using real dishware at Eco Café, just switching from 

plastic bags to compostable plates could make a difference with a compost system in place.  The 
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cups and napkins can already be composted, and perhaps the Grab N Go sandwiches could be 

wrapped in compostable material.  Changing a few small practices and adding compost could 

already make Eco Café more sustainable. 

 

Dishware 

 Eco Café uses a lot of paper cups, plastic lids, plastic bags, and plastic utensils.  

Switching to real dishware instead would greatly cut down on the amount of trash produced and 

save a lot of money that is currently being used to purchase these products. 

 Eco Café currently spends about $4,200 per school year just on plastic deli bags, 12 oz. 

paper cups, plastic lids, knives, spoons, and paper plates (Dining Services, 2013; Noyes-Tovani, 

2013).  This is a significant amount of money that could be saved simply by using real dishware 

instead of disposable dishware.  There would also be money saved from producing less trash.   

For an interesting cost comparison, I also calculated the amount of money spent on these 

products based on my survey results for the questions of what people buy at Eco Café and what 

they throw out (Table 1 and Table 2) (Miller, 2013).  I multiplied the percentage of people who 

bought an item that would use a certain paper or plastic product (or the percentage of people who 

said they threw out that paper or plastic product) times 350, which is about how many customers 

Eco Café gets for breakfast (Marchegiani, 2013), times the unit cost for that product, times 5 

(days per week), times 34 (weeks per year counting fall semester, winter study, and spring 

semester).  The estimate from the data of what people say they buy is about $4,500.  The 

estimate from the data of what people say they throw out is about $2,700.  The first estimate is 

slightly higher than the actual cost, but the estimate from the trash data is significantly lower.  

Firstly, it should be taken into account that these are rough estimates based on averages and 
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assumptions of number of people served and what products are used for certain foods.  Even so, 

it is interesting to note that the number based on what people buy is close to the actual cost, but 

the number based on what people throw out is significantly underestimated.  This indicates that 

people are not very aware of how much trash they generate. 

 

Table 1: What do you usually get at Eco Café? 

Item	   Number	  of	  People	   Percentage	  of	  People	  
Coffee	  or	  tea	   30	   33.33%	  
Bottled	  beverage	   32	   35.56%	  
Yogurt	   36	   40%	  
Cereal	   16	   17.78%	  
Oatmeal	   7	   7.78%	  
Bagel,	  cookie,	  or	  other	  baked	  good	   31	   34.44%	  
Odwalla	  bar	   13	   14.44%	  
Chocolate	  bar	   3	   3.33%	  
Trail	  mix	  or	  nuts	   2	   2.22%	  
Grab	  N	  Go	  lunch	   43	   47.78%	  
N.A.	   11	   12.22%	  
Total	  Respondents	   90	   	  	  

*Note: In the calculation of costs, the baked goods category was used to estimate the number of 
plastic bags used, the coffee and tea category was used to estimate the number of cups and lids 
used, a third of the number of baked goods was used to estimate the number of knives used 
(approximating the number of bagels), the yogurt, cereal, and oatmeal categories were used to 
estimate the number of spoons used, and half the number of baked goods was used to estimate 
the number of plates used. 
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Table 2: What do you usually throw away of the food etc. you get at Eco Café (not counting 
recycling)?  
 
Item	   Number	  of	  People	   Percentage	  of	  People	  
Cup	   17	   19.10%	  
Plastic	  bottle	   7	   7.87%	  
Plastic	  bag	   28	   31.46%	  
Utensils	   33	   37.08%	  
Plate	   4	   4.49%	  
Napkin(s)	   28	   31.46%	  
Yogurt	  or	  cereal	  container	   34	   38.20%	  
Sandwich	  wrapper	   45	   50.56%	  
Chip	  bag	   31	   34.83%	  
Banana	  peel,	  apple	  core,	  orange	  peel,	  etc.	   43	   48.31%	  
Leftover	  food	   20	   22.47%	  
N.A.	   11	   12.36%	  
Total	  Respondents	   89	   	  	  

 

 

Switching to real dishware instead of paper and plastic products would be the most 

logistically difficult of these proposed measures.  It would involve an initial expense to buy the 

dishware, but that would be offset fairly soon by the money saved from not buying all the 

disposable products.  Other issues would involve storage, cleaning, and portability of sold 

products.  Storage would be fairly simple because the dishware could be kept where the 

disposable products are currently.  Cleaning would be more complicated.  Eco Café has one 

small dishwasher that does not clean very well (Marchegiani, 2013).  There is not space to add 

another larger dishwasher (Marchegiani, 2013).  Therefore, the dishes would have to be shipped 

back to Paresky or Driscoll to be washed.  This would involve some extra labor, both in transport 

of the dishes and in washing the extra dishes.  However, Eco Café already gets a truckload of 

Grab N Go lunches delivered every day, and it sends its extra baked goods to Driscoll, so the 

dishes could be sent with either of these deliveries (Marchegiani, 2013). 



Miller 8 

 

Portability would be the most difficult issue in terms of customer satisfaction.  In my 

survey, 41 of 89 students said portability of Eco Café food is “very important” and 24 said it is 

“important” (Miller, 2013).  Only four people said it was “not important” (Miller, 2013).  A key 

element of Eco Café’s service is providing food that can be taken either to class or to study in 

another location (Marchegiani, 2013).  It would be much more difficult to have to carry around a 

bowl with cereal and milk than to toss a packaged container of cereal and a boxed milk into a 

backpack.  Additionally, students would have to carry the dishes back to Eco Café.  There is 

currently a receptacle for collecting dishes in Schow Library, but a larger container would be 

needed if Eco Café were to completely switch to real dishware. 

Switching to real dishware would have several ecological and monetary benefits, but the 

logistical complications and possible customer dissatisfaction would make this option harder to 

implement. 

 

Bulk Goods 

 Buying bulk goods instead of smaller, packaged goods would be another way to 

significantly cut down on the amount of waste produced.  Instead of having individual packaged 

cereals, Eco Café could have a couple large cereal dispensers like those in the dining halls.  This 

would necessitate having some sort of dishware available.  One challenge in Eco Café is that 

there is limited space.  There wouldn’t be enough room to offer bulk options for every variety of 

cereal currently offered (Marchegiani, 2013).  The solution would be to offer fewer varieties but 

in larger quantities.  This would save both on packaging and on purchasing costs since buying in 

bulk is cheaper.  The costs may be different for Williams Dining, but on Amazon.com, small 

containers of cereal are $0.95 per ounce (Cheerios Cereal Cup, 2013), and large boxes are $0.20 
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per ounce (Cheerios Cereal, 2013).  Additionally, the types of cereal available could be rotated 

every day or two in order to provide more variety.  People may initially be upset at the lack of 

options, but they would get used to it over time. 

 A juice machine could also replace the many individual bottled drinks.  Eco Café has a 

large refrigerator filled mostly with different types of juices and teas (Fig. 3).  Instead, a few of 

these drinks could be available in larger quantities in a juice machine.  There are some drinks, 

like the milkshakes, that are not frequently bought anyways (Marchegiani, 2013).  As with bulk 

cereals, this change would decrease the variety available, but likely save money and produce less 

trash. 

 

 

Figure 3: Eco Café’s large refrigerator (Photo T. Miller) 
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Local Food 

 Eco Café currently offers a couple local products: Skyr yogurt and Battenkill Brittle.  

Both of these products are very popular, especially the Skyr yogurt (Marchegiani, 2013).  Eco 

Café could become more eco-friendly by supporting more local farms and businesses and 

offering more local products.  To start with, Eco Café could offer exclusively Skyr yogurt.  It is 

already the most popular option, so it isn’t necessary to offer Chobani and Stonyfield yogurts as 

well.  Eco Café could switch to entirely local yogurt.  They could also get rid of the Odwalla bars 

and offer only the local Battenkill Brittle.   

 Eco Café could also switch to local milk.  It offers local milk in pitchers for coffee, but 

the milk for cereals is boxed milk from farther away (Marchegiani, 2013).  However, the local 

farm does not offer boxed milks (Marchegiani, 2013).  The only option would be to install a 

large milk machine, like those in the dining halls.  The change would work well with also 

switching to bulk cereal and real dishware.  The challenge with this option is that Eco Café does 

not have enough fridge space to also store a spare milk for the machine (Marchegiani, 2013).  

This aspect would make switching to entirely local milk in Eco Café a more complicated and 

expensive process.  Alternatively, if fridge space were to be freed up by switching to a bulk juice 

machine, then there could be space available for a large, spare milk. 

 

Reusable Mugs 

 A very simple way to improve sustainability at Eco Café would be to encourage the use 

of reusable mugs.  Eco Café could follow Goodrich’s example of providing incentives.  At 

Goodrich, the baristas will fill up your reusable mug even if you order a small, and you get a free 
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drink after bringing in a reusable mug ten times (Fig. 4).  Another option would be to provide 

discounted drinks when you bring a reusable mug. 

 

 

Figure 4: Goodrich’s reusable mug incentives (Photo T. Miller) 

 

 Increased reusable mug use would save money on buying paper cups and plastic lids and 

would decrease trash produced.  Reusable mug use is currently low at Eco Café.  Forty-three 

percent of the survey respondents never bring a reusable mug, and only nineteen percent bring a 

reusable mug every time (Miller, 2013).  Eco Café could make this easy and simple change to 

start working on sustainability. 
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Conclusion 

 These methods provide multiple ways that Eco Café could improve its sustainability.  

There are varying levels of logistical difficulty and cost savings associated with each proposition.  

Adding compost would just expand the system already in place and save on trash costs.  

Switching to real dishware would involve extra labor and coordination and be less convenient for 

to-go food, but it would result in significant cost savings from decreased purchasing of 

disposable dishware and decreased trash produced.  Providing certain products in bulk would 

cost less, but it may result in decreased customer satisfaction from taking away options.  Buying 

local food would help support local farms.  Lastly, providing incentives for reusable mug use 

would be easy to implement and would create savings from fewer paper cups used and thrown 

away.  Eco Café is not currently very eco-friendly, but there are many different ways that it can 

improve its sustainability. 
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