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How would you feel if a company publicly promised to reduce reliance on disposable
paper cups but then didn’t set up a way to track its progress? That’s the curious situa‐
on we find ourselves in with Starbucks.

Here’s the story: As You Sow filed a shareholder proposal with the premier
coﬀee retailer last year because its approach to beverage container recycling is
less than comprehensive.
As I noted in Triple Pundit last summer, the company has made some impressive
commitments to reduce the environmental impact of the 3 billion single‐use
paper cups used to serve its beverages annually. It promised to oﬀer in‐store
recycling of all post‐consumer plas c and paper cups at 7,500 company‐owned
stores by 2015 and is commendably working with local governments and recyclers to develop recycling markets for
those post‐consumer cups. So far so good. But here’s where things get confusing: Starbucks also commi ed to serve a
quarter of its beverages in reusable cups by 2015 in an eﬀort to reduce overall paper and plas c cup usage.
However, they don’t count how many customers actually choose to drink beverages from reusable cups. Starbucks says it
encourages customers to choose reusable glass and ceramic tumblerware when drinking beverages in its stores and
they do keep track of customers who bring their own reusable mugs into stores and carry them out. But without
coun ng how many customers choose to drink from reusable cups in their stores, how can Starbucks realis cally meet
its goals?
We also know that Starbucks subsidiary Sea le’s Best brand coﬀee is served at 30,000 restaurant loca ons, such as Sub‐
way and Burger King in the US and Canada. That’s three mes the number of Starbucks stores, yet the company has
made no commitment to recover any of its cups used at those loca ons. Due to these concerns, we decided to put our
proposal again before Starbucks investors for a vote March 23.
As You Sow wants to help the company succeed in mee ng its goals. But the history of recycling commitments by bever‐
age companies suggests vigilance is necessary. Failure to keep track of in‐store serverware usage appears to skirt a com‐
mitment Starbucks made in an Alliance for Environmental Innova on Joint Task Force report with Environmental De‐
fense Fund more than 10 years ago to stock tumblerware in its stores. The report said that when fully implemented, this
policy could save Starbucks more than $1 million per year in packaging costs. The glasses and mugs were apparently put
in most stores but not tracked or promoted – have you ever seen a sign on a cash register or been asked if you are
ea ng in or taking out when you have placed an order?
More than 20 years ago, Coca‐Cola and PepsiCo promised to use high levels of recycled content in their PET plas c
bo les. Neither company was able to deliver. That failure mo vated As You Sow to engage the beverage giants on recy‐
cling. A er pressure on both companies by ac vists and investors early last decade, both companies agreed to use 10%
recycled PET in all beverage bo les by 2005. (Pepsi’s Naked Juice brand now uses 100% recycled PET and just an‐
nounced they developed the first 100% PET plant‐based bo le). Coke, Nestle Waters, and Pepsi also agreed to set bo le
and can recovery goals.
Starbucks’ commitment has notably expanded corporate responsibility for post‐consumer recycling beyond glass, metal,
and plas c bo les to paper and polypropylene beverage cups. For 2011, we’ve also filed a proposal asking McDonald’s
Corp., which also sells a lot of hot beverages, to set similar recovery goals.
The me is right to press for all consumer packaged goods companies to also take responsibility for post‐consumer

packaging. Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) shi s accountability for post‐consumer collec on and recycling from
consumers and governments to producers. It’s been successfully adopted for packaging waste in Canada and Europe,
diver ng large amounts of plas c, glass, metal, and paper away from landfills and into recycling streams that conserve
resources.
We’ve become a “Throwaway Society” but can no longer aﬀord such luxury as resource experts tell us we are over‐
shoo ng Earth’s ecological limits. Packaging waste is a good place to draw the line. It’s a valuable resource, yet 43 mil‐
lion tons of plas c, glass, aluminum, and paper packaging—most of it with market value—is landfilled or burned in the
U.S. each year. Product packaging represents nearly a third of the total U.S. municipal waste stream.
As You Sow is engaging consumer packaged companies including General Mills, Kra Foods, Procter & Gamble, and
Unilever to take responsibility for collec on and recycling of their packaging. We are working for broader corporate
acceptance of EPR systems in the U.S. that will lead to more eﬃcient product design and recovery systems. Learn more
about this from the Story of Stuﬀ video, which has educated millions of consumers about the perils of overconsump‐
on. We believe EPR provides a cri cal step towards developing sustainable produc on and consump on of goods.
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