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McDonald’s Bows to Investor Pressure on Packaging
By Tony Chapelle January 26, 2018

After facing years of pressure from investors, McDonald’s has pledged to eliminate one more vestige of
environmentally unfriendly packaging by year’s end at its offshore restaurants. The hamburger chain announced
this month that it will quit using plastic polystyrene — known as Styrofoam — for hot and cold drinks and boxes
for breakfast meals in all its non-U.S. restaurants.

The action is a victory for the persistent shareholders and social responsibility advocates who have filed
proposals since 2011 over the issue.

Last year, groups including nonprofit As You Sow and the €52 billion Dutch asset management firm Actiam
N.V. brought a shareholder resolution requesting that McDonald’s board report on the extent of how its
polystyrene was harming marine animals’ and humans’ health. That resolution won 32% of votes.

McDonald’s management says the international foam accounts for about 2% percent of global packaging by
weight. The company stopped using polystyrene in U.S. locations back in 2013, again following repeated
shareholder proposals in what appears to have been productive engagement. Indeed, McDonald’s executives and
representatives from As You Sow held periodic conference calls after last spring’s vote. By fall, the company
told the activists that McDonald’s board was contemplating action to resolve the issue, but when months passed
without a commitment, As You Sow filed a resolution for the 2018 proxy season before the late December
deadline expired.

“They said they had some hoops to jump through,” says Conrad Mackerron, the director of the waste and
recycling program at As You Sow. “Just before the holiday, they indicated that they were going to be able to do
this. I said, ‘That’s great, but you need to put it on paper.’ But they followed through in the same [way] as when
they stuck to their word back in 2012 when they stopped the foam use in the U.S.”

“It took a little longer than we had hoped. But I feel it was done in good faith.”

McDonald’s says that since 2017, 50% of its food wrappings and packaging have come from recycled,
renewable or certified sources. By 2025, it intends for all of its food packaging to come from renewable,
recycled or certified sources, according to its sustainability sourcing website.

According to the Chicago Tribune, McDonalds’s actually reintroduced plastic foam cups last July at its sites in
and around Chicago. Franchisees apparently prefer the cups. Young patrons, on the other hand, want to support
companies that don’t harm people, wildlife or nature. CEO Steve Easterbrook’s overhaul of the chain has
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included increasing the healthy menu alternatives and sustainable practices.

Yet as far back as 27 years ago, McDonald’s quit using polystyrene hamburger “clamshells” and went to
wrappings made of specially treated paper.

By contrast, Dunkin’ Brands Group, parent of Dunkin’ Donuts, and Chick-fil-A are the last major fast-food
chains that still use foam packaging in all their stores.

Chick-fil-A isn’t a publicly traded company, so Mackerron doubts that his group will work on a concerted plan
of engaging with them and educating the public about their practices.

Dunkin’ Brands, on the other hand, has yet to follow through on a pledge that CEO Nigel Travis made in 2010
to drop its foam beverage cups. In its first corporate social responsibility report that year, Travis called the cups
Dunkin’s “most prominent sustainability issue.” He admitted that no manufacturers then made a beverage cup
for both hot and cold drinks that met his executives’ criteria for cost and recyclability. But he promised that he
and his team were “committed to solving this and other packaging issues.”

Dunkin’ did, however, announce this month that its donut shops as well as its Baskin-Robbins subsidiary will
eliminate artificial dyes from all food, beverages and ice cream by the end of this year.
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