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Glossary 
 
Bubble tea (also called boba or pearl tea): a sweet Taiwanese tea-based drink that can be served 
hot or cold. Toppings such as chewy tapioca balls (boba), jellies, and/or puddings are sucked up 
through an extra-large straw and chewed. 
 
Convenience sample: a type of non-probability sample relating to the accessibility of the 
subjects. 
 
Durables: consumer goods, such as utensils or straws, that are reusable and meant to last a long 
time.  
 
Expanded Polystyrene (EPS): Colloquially called “Styrofoam”, EPS is a foam made from 
synthetic aromatic hydrocarbon polymer. Expanded polystyrene beads are used to produce 
products such as food containers, coffee cups, coolers, and packaging insulation. 
 
FSBs: food service businesses selling prepared food directly to consumers. 
 
Greenwashing: a deceptive marketing strategy that promotes the perception that an 
organization's products or policies are environmentally friendly. 
 
Microplastics: any type of plastic fragment that is less than five millimeters in length, which 
enter natural ecosystems from a variety of sources. 
 
Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) : Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) are a group of manmade 
chemicals considered carcinogenic by the International Agency for Research on Cancer. 
 
Randomized sample (also known as a probability sample): a  sample in which each individual 
member of the population has a known, non-zero chance of being selected as part of the sample, 
in order to avoid a biased representation of the larger population.  
 
Serviceware: refers to items related to the service of customers at a food service business, such 
as utensils, plates, bowls, cups, straws, napkins, etc. 
 
Single-use: a product designed to be used once and then disposed or destroyed. 
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Executive Summary 
 
Introduction 
In 2007, the Seattle City Council adopted Zero Waste Resolution 30990 and directed Seattle 
Public Utilities to develop strategies to discourage disposable food service containers and food 
serviceware through a framework of waste reduction ordinances. On July 1, 2018, Seattle Public 
Utilities required food service businesses to use durable or compostable straws and utensils such 
as spoons, forks, and knives. The focus during the first year of this ordinance has been on 
education and outreach to businesses about the new requirement. Seattle Public Utilities is 
interested in assessing compliance and perceptions of the ordinance at Seattle food service 
businesses. 
  
Research Question 
This background informs our study into the following research questions for Seattle Public 
Utilities: 

1. What is the rate of food service businesses’ compliance with the straw and utensil 
ordinance among businesses surveyed? 

2. What are barriers to, and incentives and opportunities for, increasing compliance with the 
ban on single‐use disposable plastic straws and utensils in Seattle? 

Within this research, we included work around two areas of interest to Seattle Public Utilities: 
● The use of compostable straws for bubble tea at food service businesses. 
● The exemption that food service businesses may supply bendable plastic straws for 

people with physical and medical needs, upon request. 
  
Research Methods 
Our team designed a 15-question structured survey to be conducted in-person at 90 food service 
businesses throughout Seattle. 70 businesses were selected using a geographic approach to 
include 10 businesses from each of the seven council districts. For the remaining 20 food service 
businesses, we sampled bubble tea businesses in the University District and International District 
neighborhoods because of the high concentration of bubble tea businesses in these 
neighborhoods. 
  
Findings 
Our survey of 70 food service businesses and 20 bubble tea businesses led to the following 
findings: 

● 77% of food service businesses are in compliance with the ordinance for compostable 
straws and 68% are in compliance with the ordinance for compostable utensils. 

● For both compostable straws and utensils across council districts, 64% food service 
businesses are fully compliant, 16% are partially compliant, and 20% are non-compliant. 

● 82% of food service businesses are aware of the ordinance. 
● 80% of respondents thought single-use disposable plastic straws and utensils were 

banned by the City of Seattle due to environmental reasons. 
● 15% of bubble tea businesses use compliant bubble straws, 33% use compliant regular 

straws, and 36% use compliant utensils. 
● 65% of respondents expressed a favorable reaction to the bendable plastic straw 

exemption. 
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Recommendations 
Based on our findings and additional literature review and research, we suggest the following 
recommendations to SPU: 

● Increase the number of languages on SPU outreach fliers and languages available on the 
same flier. 

● Increase messaging around bendable plastic straw exemption in outreach fliers. 
● Address ‘greenwashing’ confusion through SPU guidelines on non-compliant products. 
● Develop partnerships with product suppliers to issue communication materials to FSBs. 
● Examine ways to lower costs of compliant products for FSBs. 
● Accelerate the compliance rate at bubble tea FSBs through manufacturer outreach, 

increased outreach, and encouraging durable straw options when appropriate. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
Background 
Seattle has a track record of progressive solid waste policies and a history of leading the nation 
in waste diversion and reduction efforts. The Comprehensive Solid Waste Management Plan 
implemented in 1998 made Seattle one of the earliest cities in the United States to incorporate 
zero waste efforts into long-term planning (Herrera, 2017). The City of Seattle uses the following 
definition of Zero Waste to inform policy:  
 

“Zero Waste is a goal that is ethical, economical, efficient and visionary, to guide people 
in changing their lifestyles and practices to emulate sustainable natural cycles, where all 
discarded materials are designed to become resources for others to use. Zero Waste means 
designing and managing products and processes to systematically avoid and eliminate the 
volume and toxicity of waste and materials, conserve and recover all resources, and not burn or 
bury them. Implementing Zero Waste will eliminate all discharges to land, water or air that are a 
threat to planetary, human, animal or plant health” (Seattle Public Utilities, 2019). 
 
In 2007, the Seattle City Council adopted Zero Waste Resolution 30990, which established new 
recycling goals for the city and offered suggestions for waste-reduction programs and solid waste 
facilities (Herrera, 2007). Seattle Public Utilities (SPU), the city-owned and operated public 
utility that manages solid waste for the city, plays a vital role in planning and implementing the 
policies necessary to meet the city’s ambitious waste reduction goals. In addition to setting a goal 
of recycling 70% of waste generated within the city by 2025, one of the specific guidelines 
provided in the resolution directed SPU to “propose strategies, including bans, to discourage the 
use of disposable food service containers and food service ware” (City of Seattle, 2007).  
 
Tasked with this directive, SPU proposed, and the Seattle City Council adopted, a series of 
ordinances pertaining to food service packaging and serviceware to be implemented in stages. 
The goals of these programs are threefold: 

● To reduce waste 
● Recycle 
● Dispose of residuals in an environmentally responsible manner (Herrera, 2007) 

 
Figure 1 displays the timeline during which these packaging ordinances were implemented for 
Food Service Businesses (FSBs). Table 1 provides additional information on the specific 
ordinances.  
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Figure 1. Timeline of Food Packaging Ordinances in Seattle

 
 
Table 1. Summary of FSB ordinances on materials that are permitted (Cao, Haider, Hornsby, 
and Pietschmann, 2018) 
Seattle Municipal 
Code (SMC) 
Reference 

 
Effective Date 

 
Summarized Description 

 
Polystyrene  
21.36.084 

 
01/01/09 
 
 
01/01/10  
 

 
FSBs prohibited from selling or providing food in expanded 
polystyrene (Styrofoam). 
 
FSBs prohibited from selling or providing raw meat or raw 
seafood in expanded polystyrene. 
 

 
Food Packaging 
21.36.086 

 
01/01/10  
 
 
 
07/01/18 
 
 
 

 
FSBs must use food service packaging that is durable or 
compostable for dine-in service.  Packaging for take-out 
service must be recyclable or compostable. 
 
Temporary exemptions for non-compostable straws, utensils, 
and cocktail picks were not renewed. These items must now be 
compostable. 

 
Bags 
21.36.100 

 
01/01/12 
 
 
07/01/17 

 
Retail businesses prohibited from using thin, single-use plastic 
carryout bags. 
 
Non-compostable plastic bags may not be tinted green or 
brown or labeled with term “biodegradable,” “degradable,” 
“decomposable,” or similar terms. 
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Details of the Ordinance  
This series of regulations related to food serviceware and packaging has gradually been 
implemented since 2009. The latest of these policies went into effect on July 1, 2018; it became a 
requirement for FSBs in Seattle to use durable or compostable straws and utensils such as 
spoons, forks, and knives for items provided to customers.  
 
It is important to note that the latest straw and utensil requirements are not stand-alone policy, 
but a component of SMC 21.36.086. This food packaging ordinance passed in 2008 stipulated 
that single-use food packaging must be recyclable or compostable. While other parts of this 
ordinance have been in effect since 2010, straws and utensils had been temporarily exempted 
through an annual waiver process enacted by SPU in Director’s Rule SW-500.1. Under SMC 
21.36.086, temporary waivers for certain products within these ordinances can exist; however, 
they “should be granted only for circumstances where commonly used recycling and composting 
technology cannot process the food serviceware, or where suitable alternative products that meet 
performance and food health and safety standards are unavailable” (Seattle Public Utilities, 
2018). 
 
Each year from 2010 until 2018, SPU has assessed the availability and quality of alternatives to 
single-use plastic packaging and serviceware. SPU deemed certain products not readily available 
and a one-year temporary waiver was signed each year by the SPU General Manager/CEO. 
Because these policies directly impact FSBs, it continues to be important for SPU to monitor the 
performance and availability of products in question. In early 2018, SPU determined there were 
suitable alternative products available for single-use straws, utensils, cocktail picks, and stir 
straws/sticks. As a result, it became a requirement for FSBs to provide only durable or 
compostable straws and utensils beginning July 1, 2018.1  
 
For SPU, the focus during the first year of this new requirement has been on education and 
outreach to businesses concerning the new requirement. Six months into the implementation of 
this ordinance, SPU commissioned our graduate consultant team at the Evans School of Public 
Policy & Governance at the University of Washington to gauge compliance and perceptions of 
this SPU ordinance at FSBs in Seattle. 
 
Research Questions  
The purpose of our research is to assess the status of SMC 21.36.086 implementation, 
specifically addressing the ban on single-use disposable plastic food serviceware at FSBs in 
Seattle.  
 
Our research aims to address the following questions: 

1. What is the rate of food service businesses’ compliance with the straw and utensil 
ordinance among businesses surveyed? 

                                                
1 A temporary exemption waiver was signed for the one year period from July 1, 2018 - June 30, 2019 that includes 
bendable plastic straws if needed due to physical or medical conditions, foil-faced wrap, long-handled thick plastic 
soda spoons, and portion cups that are 2 oz or smaller if used for hot foods. 
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2. What are barriers to, and incentives and opportunities for, increasing compliance with 
the ban on single‐use disposable plastic straws and utensils in Seattle? 

 
Special Considerations to the Ordinance 
Within our research, SPU is particularly interested in two areas of focus: 

● The use of compostable straws for bubble tea at Seattle FSBs. 
● The exemption that Seattle FSBs may supply bendable plastic straws for people with 

physical and medical needs, upon request. 
 
Bubble Tea 
A commonly used bubble tea packaging option, the heat-sealed plastic/cellophane lid, poses 
particular compliance challenges to the bubble tea business community. Commonly, a plastic 
straw with a machine-cut angled end is served with this type of lid, enabling the customer to 
pierce the lid and insert the straw (see Image 1).  
 
Image 1. Example of heat-sealed bubble tea plastic lid (McEneaney, 2019). 

 
 
This type of cup and lid combination is problematic for the recycling system: this type of sealed 
(and not easily removable) lid is difficult to clean well-enough to be recycled after consumption. 
When the single-use plastic straw and utensil ban went into effect on July 1, 2018, this type of 
plastic straw became non-compliant. However, since there are large diameter durable and 
compostable options available (with straight-cut bottom edge), an exemption was not provided 
for this type of plastic straw. 
 
In the summer of 2018, FSBs in Seattle raised concerns about the availability and cost of 
compostable straws wide enough in diameter to be used in beverages containing tapioca balls, 
and about available straws not being sharp enough to puncture the top plastic film that seals the 
cup. FSBs that serve bubble tea reported searching for new suppliers of bubble tea straws, and 
requesting that product manufacturers make a compostable option. Solutions mentioned by 
bubble tea businesses were hand-cutting straws to make them sharp enough to pierce the plastic 
film, or puncturing the top wrapper before serving the bubble tea to customers (Madigan, 2018). 
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As the new ordinance presents a unique challenge for these businesses, especially those using 
sealed lids, SPU wants to assess the compliance rate for compostable bubble tea straws, 
determine if and how FSBs that serve bubble tea comply with the ban on non-compostable 
straws, and gather information on barriers to using a compostable option. This information will 
inform SPU on how best to assist bubble tea FSBs to comply with the ordinance. 
  
Bendable Plastic Straw Exemption 
A second area of interest within the ordinance is related to bendable plastic straws. Some people 
with medical or physical conditions require a bendable plastic straw to safely and comfortably 
consume liquids (see Image 2). There is currently not a compostable alternative widely available 
that offers the performance of a plastic straw. Currently, there is an exemption through Director’s 
Rule SW-500.1 allowing FSBs to provide bendable plastic straws to those who request them 
(Seattle Public Utilities, 2018). However, this exemption is not well-known among FSBs and 
there is concern from SPU that bendable plastic straws were not widely provided by FSBs for 
people with medical or physical conditions even prior to the ordinance. Due to these issues, SPU 
wants to gather information on how many FSBs among those surveyed are aware of the 
exemption and how many FSBs supply, and supplied prior to the ordinance, bendable plastic 
straws. 
 
Image 2. Example of bendable plastic straws (Shreeves, 2018). 

 
 
 
Report Overview 
This report is divided into five chapters encompassing a review of relevant literature, our 
research process, our findings and analysis, and our recommendations.    
    

Chapter 2: Literature Review contains foundational information about the current 
landscape of food packaging regulation policies targeting FSBs in peer cities, and the 
current media attention surrounding these products. In order to understand the policy 
landscape, we analyze the policy design, outreach initiatives, and enforcement 
mechanisms of these regulations. We also summarize the results of previous Evans 
School consultant team reports on the bag ban ordinance.  
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Chapter 3: Research and Methodology details our research methods. We present our 
quota and convenience sampling methodology, survey design, and field script in this 
chapter. It also includes a discussion of the limitations of our research. 
 
Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis summarizes the quantitative and qualitative findings 
gathered through our fieldwork. 
 
Chapter 5: Recommendations presents our recommendations for SPU regarding 
improvements to FSBs’ compliance with single-use disposable plastic utensil and straw 
regulations. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review Approach 
 
The goal of our literature review is to understand what research exists related to the Seattle 
ordinance, deepen our understanding how Seattle’s ordinance fits into the policy landscape of 
similar ordinances, and compare the materials used to communicate these policies to the public. 
We achieve these goals through the following four objectives: 

1. Examine previous research conducted by two Evans School Consulting Teams in 
2017 and 2018. 

2. Highlight relevant background information on plastic pollution, media attention 
around single-use plastic straws and utensils, and responses from the private 
sector around the issue of plastic pollution. 

3. Conduct a review of single-use plastic straw and utensil bans within Washington 
State cities and other major metropolitan cities on the West Coast. 

4. Provide a background of outreach and educational materials related to single-use 
plastic straw and utensil bans in comparable locations. 

 
1a. 2017 Evans Consulting Team Report Findings 
The 2017 Evans Consulting Team focused on Seattle’s ban on plastic bags. SMC 21.36.100 was 
amended in 2011 to ban plastic carryout bags and institute a minimum $0.05 fee for large paper 
bags used at retail establishments starting on July 1, 2012. The Seattle City Council passed a 
second ordinance in 2016, which provided clarifications on compostable bags tinting and forbids 
retail establishments from using plastic bags that are tinted green or brown after July 1, 2017. 
  
Based on the 2017 report, we note the following major findings, highlights, and 
recommendations: 

● 67% of businesses surveyed were in compliance with the ordinance, 20% were not in 
compliance with the ordinance, and 12% were in partial compliance with the ordinance. 

● Based on conversations with regional organic compost facilities, there was little evidence 
to show discernible changes or reductions of the number of non-compostable bags 
contaminating the organics waste stream as a result of Seattle’s bag ban. 

● Their recommendations included conducting a litter composition study by the City of 
Seattle, creating educational messages to aid compliance, updating Seattle’s compost 
characterization study, and encouraging retail establishments to collaborate with WRAP 
(Wrap Recycling Action Program) to build awareness campaigns (Evans, Fina, & Pham, 
2017). 

 
1b. 2018 Evans Consulting Team Report Findings 
The 2018 report focused on two policies: SMC 21.36.100, which bans plastic bags in retail 
establishments, and SMC 21.36.086, which requires food service businesses to provide 
compostable or recyclable food serviceware to customers. The report looked at two areas of 
research—bag ban compliance rates among convenience stores and baseline straw and utensil 
usage rates among food service businesses—to identify how SPU can improve compliance rates 
with regulations prohibiting the use of single-use plastic products. 
  
Based on the 2018 Evans Consulting Team report, we note the following major findings, 
highlights, and recommendations related specifically to plastic straws and utensils: 
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● 36% of food service businesses were aware of the upcoming single-use disposable plastic 
straw and utensil ban. 

● 53% of food service businesses had positive opinions about the upcoming ban, while 
17% had negative opinions, 13% did not have an opinion, 11% were unsure about the 
upcoming ban, and 6% had mixed feelings about the ban. 

● Key recommendations included environmental messaging and outreach, providing 
alignment with surrounding City of Seattle policies, and using equitable enforcement 
frameworks for these businesses. 

  
The 2018 Evans Consulting Team also examined potential barriers that food service business 
perceived they would face from the upcoming plastic straw and utensil ban. These barriers 
included: 

● Cost: compostable products will be too expensive to provide to customers. 
● Availability: there will not be a large enough market to supply compostable products. 
● Quality: compostable products will not be able to serve the needs of the customer. 
● Product sorting: compostable products will end up in the garbage, where they will not be 

composted. 
● Disconnectedness: addressing the feeling that these ordinances are being implemented 

without consideration toward the customers or business owners (Cao, Haider, Hornsby, 
and Pietschmann, 2018). 

 
2. Why Straws and Utensils? 
 
Watershed moment 
Consumption of single-use plastic is widespread in the United States. Environmental 
organizations such as Lonely Whale have seized the plastic straw as a “gateway plastic” to raise 
awareness and encourage consumer behavior change. In September 2017, Lonely Whale 
launched their “Strawless in Seattle” campaign, with the goal of decreasing the use of single-use 
disposable plastic straws. The organization reports that their month-long campaign, partnering 
with local businesses in Seattle to stop using plastic straws, resulted in 2.3 million fewer single-
use plastic straws being used (Lonely Whale, 2019). As a gateway plastic, straws are highly 
visible: two market research firms, Freedonia Group and Technomic, found that Americans used 
between 170 and 390 million straws per day in 2017 while the Plastic Pollution Coalition 
estimates Americans use over 100 million plastic utensils per day (A commonly referenced 
statistic – Americans use 500 million straws per day – was generated by a student without access 
to more rigorous knowledge and standards from the industry) (Chokshi, 2018; Plastic Pollution 
Coalition, 2018). As Kara Lavender Law, researcher and professor at the Sea Education 
Association believes, plastic straws and utensils are low-hanging fruit precisely because 
consumers feel some agency over their consumption: “These are things that we have easy 
alternatives for” (Goffinet, 2016). Other cities and organizations have taken notice; while Seattle 
became the first city to ban single-use plastic straws in July 2018, many cities and companies 
have followed suit in recent months. 
 
Plastic Pollution 
The effects of plastic pollution are well documented. Plastic has been found in some of the most 
remote places on earth - from the Mariana Trench to Mount Everest (Environmental 
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Investigation Agency, 2018). Plastic material makes up 65 - 90% of the debris found in marine 
environments around the world and nearly 80% of this marine debris comes from land-based 
sources (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2018). Of this debris, nearly half is 
documented as single-use plastics, including plastic utensils and straws (Schnurr, 2018). Plastic 
pollution poses both physical and chemical threats to the marine environment: it does not 
biodegrade but instead decomposes into smaller pieces of microplastics. Microplastics are 
ingested by marine wildlife, who mistake them for food sources; however, these microplastics 
may greatly impact their health (Eagle, 2016). In addition to containing harmful chemicals 
incorporated during formulation, microplastics can also absorb other additional toxic chemicals 
from the environment, such as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs); these chemicals can 
bioaccumulate in the tissues of marine wildlife and then travel up the food chain where humans 
consume them (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2018). 
 
Private Sector Response  
In 2018, several companies in the private sector announced plans to eliminate the use of single-
use plastic straws and/or utensils from their businesses. Shortly after Seattle’s ban went into 
effect, Starbucks announced they would phase out the use of all single-use plastic straws by 
2020. The company reports this will eliminate 1 billion plastic straws from circulation every year 
(Starbucks, 2018). Alaska Airlines and American Airlines announced their intention to stop 
using single-use plastic straws, instead opting for “marine friendly” and biodegradable options 
(Alaska Airlines, 2018; American Airlines, 2018). Hotel chains Hyatt and Hilton also announced 
a commitment to change their approach to straw usage through either an “available by request” 
approach or by providing biodegradable or paper alternatives (Hilton, 2018; Hyatt, 2018). 
 
3. Comparison of the Seattle Ordinance with those of other West Coast Cities 
In order to make recommendations to SPU on ways to increase understanding and compliance 
with its ordinance restricting the use of single-use plastic serviceware, we compared this 
ordinance to similar ordinances in other cities within Washington State and along the West 
Coast. We selected these locations as comparisons based on their geographic location and their 
similar population size to Seattle (approximately 725,000 residents). Although not yet fully 
enacted at the time of this report, we also included the plastic straw and utensil ordinance in 
Berkeley, California, due to its progressive policies limiting single-use food serviceware.  
 
In researching the ordinances, we focused on the policy tools that cities choose to reduce plastic 
straw and utensil use, and what type of, if any, enforcement occurs.  Many city ordinances have 
education listed as the primary focus to increase FSB compliance, with enforcement reserved for 
unspecified future dates. Generally, there are five public policy tools available to reduce 
consumer use of single-use plastics: bans, taxes/fees, education, default choice modification 
(DCM), and voluntary action (Wagner and Toews, 2018). Each tool has its own advantages and 
disadvantages in meeting policy goals (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Policy Tools to Reduce Consumer Use of Single-Use Plastics. Adapted from Wagner and Toews, 
2018. 
Policy Instrument Summary Advantages Disadvantages 

Ban 
 
 
 
 

Establishments 
prohibited from 
providing plastic straws 

Eliminates consumption, 
easy to enforce 

Eliminates customer 
choice, alternatives cost 
more and borne by 
establishment unless fee 
charged 

Default Choice 
Architecture 
Modification 

Straws provided to 
customer only when 
requested 

Reduces consumption, 
retains consumer choice, 
cost decrease to 
establishment 

Difficult to enforce, could 
increase establishment 
involvement in providing 
straws 

Tax/Fee Visible and separate tax 
or fee on straws at point 
of purchase 

Reduces consumption, 
easy to enforce, retains 
consumer choice 

Increased cost to 
customer, increased 
administrative cost to 
establishment 

Education Education establishments 
and customers on need to 
reduce straw 
consumption 

Low or no cost to 
consumers, no 
restrictions on consumers 

Not likely to have 
appreciable impact on 
straw consumption, may 
impose cost to 
establishment 

Voluntary Actions Adopting resolutions to 
encourage establishments 
to voluntarily reduce 
straw usage 

No cost to consumers, no 
restrictions on consumers 
or establishments 

Impact on straw 
consumption uncertain 
and variable depending 
on breadth and duration 
of adoption 

 
We identified Washington State cities with food serviceware ordinances by broadly searching 
online and looking on the city’s government website for specific information. When information 
from government websites was scarce, we expanded our search to local news media articles that 
detailed information about the city’s food serviceware ordinances. 
 
Single-use Food Serviceware Ordinances in Washington State 
In addition to Seattle, single-use food serviceware ordinances that include plastic straw and 
utensil requirements have been passed in Lake Forest Park, Edmonds, and Gig Harbor 
(Sowersby, 2019; City of Lake Forest Park, 2018). Table 3 compares the policy and enforcement 
approach of these cities. 
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Table 3. Food Serviceware Policy and Enforcement Tools Inside Washington State. 
 
City 

Date Enacted or To Be 
Enacted 

 
Policy 

 
Enforcement 

 
Seattle (Seattle Public 
Utilities, 2018) 
 

 
July 1, 2010 (Plastic 
straw/utensil exemption 
expired July 1, 2018) 

Ban: pl    
              Ban: plastic 

straws/utensils. 
Recommend Default 
Choice Modification 
(DCM): compostable 
straws and utensils by 
request only. 

 
Complaint-based and 
inspections. Warnings 
followed by fines for 
repeated violations.  

 
Edmonds (City of 
Edmonds, 2018) 

 
Early 2020 

Ban: pl    
              Ban: plastic 

straws/utensils. 
Recommend DCM: 
compostable straws and 
utensils by request only. 

 
Fine. Details on 
enforcement (complaint-
based or inspections) not 
found.  

 
Lake Forest Park (City of 
Lake Forest Park, 2018) 

 
January 23, 2019 
 

Ban: pl    
Ban: plastic 
straws/utensils. 
 

 
Warnings followed by 
fines for repeated 
violations. Details on 
enforcement (complaint-
based or inspections) not 
found.  

 
Gig Harbor (City of Gig 
Harbor, 2018) 

 
November 26, 2019 

 
Ban: plastic straws and 
utensils. 
Recommend DCM: 
compostable 
straws/utensils by request 
or self-serve dispensers 
only. 

 
Warnings followed by 
fines for repeated 
violations. Complaint-
based.  

 
Detailed information on enforcement type was not found for the City of Lake Forest Park and the 
City of Edmonds. Bans are used in all four cities to reduce single-use plastic straws and utensils. 
All cities but Lake Forest Park encourage FSBs to provide compostable straws and utensils to 
customers by request only. 
 
Single-use Food Serviceware Ordinances on West Coast 
In Oregon and California, large cities that have passed ordinances include Portland, San 
Francisco, Oakland, Los Angeles, and San Diego. Table 4 compares the policy and enforcement 
for these major cities on the West Coast, as well as the not-yet fully enacted ordinance in 
Berkeley, California. 
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Table 4. Food Serviceware Policy and Enforcement Tools Outside Washington State. 
City Date Enacted or 

to be Enacted 
Policy Enforcement 

 
Oakland (City of 
Oakland, 2018) 

 
July 1, 2018 

Ban: plastic straws and 
utensils. 
DCM: Dine-in: 
Biodegradable or 
compostable straws by 
request only. Take-out: 
exempt. 

 
Warnings followed by fines 
for repeated violations. 
Details on enforcement 
(complaint-based or 
inspections) not found.  

 
Portland (City of 
Portland, 2019) 

 
July 1, 2019 

DCM: Dine-in: plastic 
straws/utensils by request 
only. 
Take-out: Employee must 
ask if plastic 
straws/utensils are wanted.  

 
Warnings followed by fines 
for repeated violations. 
Details on enforcement 
(complaint-based or 
inspections) not found.  

 
San Francisco (City of 
San Francisco, 2018) 

 
July 1, 2019 

Ban: plastic straws. 
DCM: compostable straws 
available on request.  
DCM: plastic utensils 
available by request or 
self-serve. 

 
Warnings followed by fines 
for repeated violations. 
Details on enforcement 
(complaint-based or 
inspections) not found.  

 
Los Angeles (Austin, 
2018) 

 
October 1, 2019 

 
DCM: plastic straws by 
request only. 

 
Warnings followed by fines 
for repeated violations. 
Details on enforcement 
(complaint-based or 
inspections) not found. 

 
San Diego (City of San 
Diego, 2019) 

 
February 23, 2019 

 
DCM: plastic straws and 
utensils by request only. 

 
Warnings followed by fines 
for repeated violations. 
Details on enforcement 
(complaint-based or 
inspections) not found. 

 
Berkeley (City of 
Berkeley, 2018) 

Phase 1: March 27, 
2019 
 
Phase 2: January 1, 
2020 
 
Phase 3: July 1, 2020 

Ban: disposable utensils 
(of any material) for dine-
in food. Plastic 
straws/utensils for take-out 
food. 
DCM: compostable straws 
and utensils by request or 
at self-serve stations. 

 
Warnings followed by fines 
for repeated violations. 
Enforcement. 

 
Major cities on the West Coast have varied approaches to reduce plastic straw and utensil use.  
While all cities attempt to change the default choice of a plastic straw and/or utensil for the 
consumer, Washington cities and Berkeley are the only locations that have ordinances to both 
ban plastic straws and utensils and encourage FSBs to limit use of the compostable options. Of 
all these cities, Berkeley goes furthest in limiting the use of single-use utensils made of any 
material, by both prohibiting their use for dine-in eating and stipulating that compostable options 
for take-out only be provided on request or as self-serve. 
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4. Outreach Materials 
Another objective of our report is to inform SPU on future methods and strategies for conveying 
information to customers to help increase awareness and compliance with the ordinance. Since 
other cities in the United States have also introduced policy to regulation single-use plastics, we 
reviewed several of the outreach materials outlining the social regulation policy tools used by 
other cities, which are typically found in the form of a flier and/or page on local government 
website. These tools are used to promote and clarify the ordinances to FSBs and are available to 
the general public. Here, we assess Seattle’s outreach materials in the context of several other 
West Coast cities. 
 
Seattle 
SPU’s one-page, March 2018 NEW Straw & Utensil Requirements flier was sent in tangent with 
an explanatory letter mailed to all FSBs in Seattle; this document informed the business owner of 
the ordinance and provided an explanation of the exemption expiration, steps to take to use 
remaining non-compliant inventory, contact information, and a website link for more 
information (Image 3). As of May 2019, the flier is available on the City of Seattle website in 
English, Amharic, Arabic, Chinese, Hindi, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Khmer, Lao, Oromo, 
Russian, Somali, Spanish, Tagalog, Thai, Tigrinya, and Vietnamese. The flier explains that the 
temporary exemption was set to expire and shows photos of examples labeled “banned” and 
“allowed” and a URL to Green Your Business, a City of Seattle webpage for businesses 
pertaining to environment and sustainability. The Green Your Business site provides a contact 
phone number in ten languages. Each version of the flier contains a notice at the bottom, stating: 
“Plastic utensils and plastic straws are banned in Seattle, effective July 1, 2018. Serviceware 
allowed for use includes durables or approved compostable utensils and straws.” This message is 
conveyed in the flier’s main language and then repeated in four other languages (Spanish, 
Chinese, Vietnamese, and Korean) in the spaces to the right of the message. This does not vary 
by flier version; meaning, for example, the Spanish version contains the same message in 
Spanish twice, followed by the other three languages. 
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Image 3. Seattle outreach material (Seattle Public Utilities, 2019). 

  

 
The March 2018 flier and letter were followed in August 2018 by an English-only direct mailer 
stating that the ordinance was now in full effect. This direct mailer has the same allowed/banned 
graphics as the previous flier, with the additional clarification that people with medical or 
physical conditions could receive a bendable plastic drinking straw upon request (see Appendix 
1). 
 
After receiving feedback from the bubble tea business community, in August 2018 SPU sent an 
English-only second direct-mailer to 88 businesses it identified as selling bubble tea. This mailer 
addressed concerns about the availability of a compliant bubble tea straw and emphasized the 
focus for the first year of the ordinance would be on education and outreach, instead of 
enforcement. The flier also included a list of compostable straw suppliers, though it did not 
specify the companies that also made compostable bubble tea straws (see Appendix 2). 
 
San Jose, CA 
The Restaurant Rules fact sheet produced by the City of San Jose, which banned expanded 
polystyrene food packaging in 2013, is double-sided and written in three languages (Image 4). 
While this ordinance does not deal directly with plastic straws and utensils, we felt it was 
important to include as an example of a bilingual outreach approach. On the English side, an 
image depicting expanded polystyrene food packaging is marked “NO” in red, and underneath, 
alternative packaging marked “YES” in green. The fact sheet, which also includes a section for 
information regarding cooking oil disposal, clarifies who must follow the ordinances (for 
example, any business that sells food or drinks), and when (both dine-in or take-out restaurants). 
The text is repeated on the other side in both Spanish and Vietnamese, on either side of a smaller 
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copy of the expanded polystyrene vs alternative packaging graphic. Included on their website is a 
2015 non-foam packaging buyers guide with vendors and pricing (City of San Jose, 2019). 
 
Image 4. San Jose outreach material (City of San Jose, 2019). 

  
 
 
Oakland, CA 
The 2007 Greenware Ordinance double-sided/two-page flier produced by the City of Oakland 
uses approximately one-fourth of both the front and back of the flier on “City of Oakland 
Greenware Ordinance” title (Image 5). It depicts photos of banned and allowed items and the 
City of Oakland Recycling hotline for questions, as well as phone numbers for information in 
Chinese, Spanish, and Vietnamese. The first page also contains information in small print 
regarding the consequences of plastic litter. The back page of the flier is entirely made up of 
frequently-asked questions, including the exemption for businesses that can prove they cannot 
find a same-or lower cost compostable alternative. The same two-page flier is translated into 
Spanish and Vietnamese; both are easily accessible on the City of Oakland website (City of 
Oakland, 2019). 
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Image 5. Oakland outreach material (City of Oakland, 2019). 

  
 
 
Portland, OR  
Though Ordinance No. 189271 went into partial effect January 4, 2019 and will go into full 
effect July 1, 2019, as of May 2019, there is no handout or other educational literature found on 
the City of Portland website beyond the ordinance text itself (City of Portland, 2019). 
 
Lake Forest Park, WA 
The City of Lake Forest Park’s single-use plastics ban went into effect January 23, 2019. As of 
May 2019, the website featured a one-page, English-only Single Use Plastics Ban handout 
directed towards all Lake Forest Park businesses (Image 6). The handout leads with details about 
the regulation, including fee for paper bags, and which businesses must comply. Exemptions for 
straws for people with medical and physical conditions and certain types of plastic bags such as 
produce bags, are noted. The lower third of the flier is dedicated to graphics with “banned” and 
“allowed” items. Business owners are directed to call the main line of City Hall with questions 
(City of Lake Forest Park, 2019). 
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Image 6. Lake Forest Park outreach material (City of Lake Forest Park, 2019). 

 
 
Edmonds, WA 
In 2018, the City of Edmonds passed a ban on all non-compostable single-use food service 
containers, in addition to plastic straws and utensils, to be enacted in phases. Though the 
ordinance will not go into full effect until January 1, 2020, as of January 2019, vendors at city-
sponsored events are prohibited from using non-compostable single-use items (Whippel, 2018). 
However, there is limited information and no educational literature found on the City of 
Edmonds website. The website directs “affected businesses” to the Cedar Grove municipal 
composting site for information on acceptable types of food service items, but does not define 
affected businesses or describe the gradual phase-in schedule outside of the text of the ordinance 
(City of Edmonds, 2019).  
 
San Diego, CA 
The bilingual San Diego Polystyrene Foam and Single Use Plastics Ordinance handout (see 
Appendix 3), available on the government website, features a full page in English and the same 
information repeated on the second page in Spanish. Both pages have a yes/no graphic with 
photos of allowed and prohibited items as well as a chart of different types of containers and 
recyclability (City of San Diego, 2019). 
 
Los Angeles, CA 
The two-page/ double-sided, Single Use Plastic Straws/Stirrers flier, found on the Los Angeles 
County’s government website, details both California-wide Assembly Bill 1884 and the Los 
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Angeles County Plastic Straws and Stirrers Upon Request Ordinance (Image 7). The flier 
explains the differences between the two regulations and how they apply to different types of 
food service businesses, as well as defining terms such as “single-use plastic straw” and “full-
service restaurant.” The flier features no graphics or photos and is written entirely in English. No 
translation in any other language was found on the website (Los Angeles County, 2019). 
 
Image 7. Los Angeles outreach material (Los Angeles County, 2019). 

  
 
Berkeley, CA 
Phase One of Berkeley’s Single Use Foodware and Litter Reduction Ordinance went into effect 
on March 27, 2019. The final phase, Phase Three, which mandates that FSBs may only offer 
reusable serviceware to serve customers eating onsite, with some exceptions for compostable 
goods and recyclable aluminium foil, will go into full effect July 1, 2020.  
 
Among other requirements, Phase One requires FSBs that allow self-bussing must also provide 
color-coded recycling, compost, and landfill bins with appropriate signage. The City of Berkeley 
provides printable sorting signage to meet this requirement on its website (City of Berkeley, 
2019). It also provides a link to the full ordinance, as well as links to certified compostable 
products. However, it does not provide outreach materials on the different requirements of the 
phase-in, such as a letter or printable flier. 
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Conclusion 
It is clear from our review of other West Coast cities that Seattle is not only progressive in its 
ban on single-use plastic straws and utensils, but in the number of available translations of its 
outreach fliers.  However, the English-only, August 2018 direct mailer may have added to 
confusion for business owners with limited English, especially in regards to the exemption of 
bendable plastic straws for those with physical or medical needs, which was not mentioned in the 
previous materials. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methods 
 
Overview 
Our research was designed to inform SPU on how FSBs in Seattle are adapting to the ban on 
single-use disposable plastic straws and utensils and to guide future outreach and policymaking. 
For reference, our research questions are: 
 

1. What is the rate of food service businesses’ compliance with the straw and utensil 
ordinance among businesses surveyed? 
2. What are barriers to, and incentives and opportunities for, increasing compliance with 
the ban on single‐use disposable plastic straws and utensils in Seattle? 

 
A previous Evans School Consulting Team collected data from 35 FSBs in the spring of 2018, 
before the ban on single-use straws and utensils was enacted. On the recommendation of SPU, 
we used a similar methodological approach derived from the 2018 team to establish a new 
baseline rate of compliance of surveyed businesses following the ordinance’s enaction. Through 
this fieldwork, we identified barriers to compliance and related incentives and opportunities that 
could increase compliance. 
 
There were two components of our data collection approach. Over the course of our research, we 
conducted in-person interviews at 90 FSBs in Seattle (see Table 5). 70 FSBs were selected using 
a geographic approach; this allowed our team to include 10 FSBs from each of the seven council 
districts. A map of Seattle’s seven council districts is available in Appendix 4. For the remaining 
20 FSBs, we sampled bubble tea businesses in the University District and International District 
neighborhoods because of the high concentration of businesses in these neighborhoods. A map 
highlighting these two neighborhoods can be found in Appendix 5. Using this type of sampling 
method instead of a geographic approach (i.e. visiting a bubble tea business in each of the seven 
council districts) provided a more robust sample and allowed us to gain a better understanding of 
the barriers and perceived barriers faced by bubble tea businesses with the new straw 
requirements. 
 
Table 5. Survey Sample Size, Sampling Strategy, and Survey Goals. 
 Survey 1: FSBs Survey 2: Bubble Tea FSBs 
Sample Size 70 FSBs Ban: pl   20 FSBs 

Sampling Strategy Quota (10 from each of the 7 council 
districts) 

Ban: pl   Convenience (10 from University 
District, 10 from International 
District) 

Survey Goals ● Establish compliance rate among 
businesses surveyed 

● Gather information on actual and 
perceived barriers to compliance 

● Collect feedback on policies and 
outreach strategies 

● Establish compliance rate 
among businesses surveyed 

● Gather information on 
actual and perceived barriers 
to compliance specific to 
Bubble Tea businesses 

● Collect feedback on policies 
and outreach strategies 
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We collected both quantitative and qualitative data during the 90 in-person interviews. Following 
the data collection process, our research team entered and coded all of the information we 
recorded during our site visits in Excel. We used the quantitative data to make assessments about 
compliance and qualitative data to identify common themes relevant to how FSBs are reacting 
and adapting to the ordinance. 
 
Sampling Strategy and Survey Method 
To select the 70 FSBs to visit through our geographic approach, we began by identifying all of 
the FSBs within Seattle using data provided by the King County Health Department, which listed 
all FSBs by food permit types for the City of Seattle. Because we were interested in assessing the 
compliance and concerns of businesses that serve food to customers for immediate consumption 
(through either dine-in or take-out establishments), we eliminated categories of permits that did 
not fit these requirements. We excluded the following permit categories: 
 

● School lunch programs 
● Non-profit Institutions (such as community centers) 
● Bed & breakfasts 
● Meat and seafood stores and departments of grocery stores 

 
We then assigned random numbers between 1111-9999 to the remaining 4,298 FSBs using the 
Microsoft Excel randomization function. From this sample, we used an Excel randomization 
function to randomly select 10 FSBs from each council district. This sampling method is called 
quota sampling, which is a sampling strategy often used when researchers require that a specific 
number of units be selected in each of several specific groups.  We chose this method in order to 
visit an equal number of businesses in each of the seven council districts in Seattle. This 
methodology allowed our team to determine and include sub-populations of interest, such as 
FSBs from different areas of the city, and control the proportions of those sub-populations in our 
sample. Because the ban on single-use plastic straws and utensils applies to all FSBs, we decided 
to include many types of businesses in our sample, including both chains and independent 
restaurants, as well as restaurants that primarily serve dine-in orders and restaurants with 
primarily take-out ordering. At each site, we recorded whether the business reported doing more 
of its service as dine-in or take-out. 
 
As mentioned before, FSBs that sell bubble tea were a subpopulation of interest. The data set we 
were provided did not identify the specific types of food and beverages sold by FSBs (e.g. 
bubble tea), so these businesses were identified manually through internet research and word of 
mouth. SPU provided our team with a list of 93 bubble tea FSBs they identified during the 
summer of 2018 using search tools like Yelp and Google. With this manually identified list, we 
mapped each store to determine the neighborhood location of each. In the University District, 22 
businesses were identified as selling bubble tea and in the International District, 23 businesses 
were identified as selling bubble tea. From each of these districts, we randomly selected 10 
businesses using the same random-selection process discussed previously. We recognize this 
identification method may have drawbacks: there may be bubble tea FSBs that were not listed on 
these websites, or ones that opened since the list was created that will not be part of these 93 
identified. Our sampling strategies for both FSBs and bubble tea FSBs were described to and 
approved by SPU. 



 
 

 
27  

Survey Design 
We designed a 15-question structured interview to be conducted in-person in pairs of two 
researchers. One researcher would ask the interview questions while the other researcher 
recorded the answers on the interview survey form. The interview contained a mix of open-
ended questions, in which people responded in their own words, and close-ended questions, in 
which the interviewee responded using a predefined set of categories. 
 
Questions were created in consultation with SPU and designed to elicit information from 
interviewees relevant to the research questions and sub-areas of interest. This interview method 
was pre-tested with our colleagues to improve the clarity of each question and to ensure that 
questions were asked in a logical order. 
 
Each interview was conducted using a consistent protocol (see Appendix 6) with no additional 
questions being asked. Each interview began with the following opening statement: 

“Hi, my name is _____ and this is _____; we are graduate students at the University of 
Washington conducting a confidential survey for Seattle Public Utilities about the plastic 
straw and utensil ban. Do you have a few minutes to talk with us? 
 
Anything you share will be confidential; the business will not be fined and any 
information you give us cannot be linked back to this store.” 

Our interview questions and rationale for using the inquiry or observation method for each 
question can be found in Appendix 7. 
 
Our interviews included four sections of questions. The first section was used to identify the 
compliance status of both straws and utensils and gather characteristic information of the 
restaurant in question (i.e. type of employee are we talking to, if the business does more dine-in 
or take-out service, etc.) 
  
Our next section of questions was used to identify perceptions and knowledge of the ban. These 
includes questions about employee perceptions of the city’s motivation for creating and 
implementing the ban, opinions about the ban, and how employees learned about the ban. 
  
The third section of questions was used to understand how the process of becoming compliant 
had been for FSBs and how likely they might be to change if not in compliance. Since SPU had 
shared their concerns that many businesses may not know about the exemption for FSBs to 
provide bendable plastic drinking straws upon request to customers with medical or physical 
conditions, we asked questions to gauge employee knowledge and awareness about this 
exemption. 
  
Our final category of questions was only asked at businesses serving bubble tea, as these 
questions were directly focused on collecting information on the population’s unique experiences 
understanding and complying with the ordinance. 
  
We felt it was worthwhile to interact with employees spanning the restaurant hierarchy at FSBs. 
For example, if a manager was unable to talk with our team when we visited, we spoke to 
another employee (e.g. supervisor or cashier) and recorded this information in our survey forms. 
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We felt information collected from all levels of employment was valuable because it can inform 
SPU on future outreach opportunities and assess overall knowledge of the ban by service 
employees. This method provided our team with a diverse set of perspectives on the ban and how 
it is being implemented within these businesses. 
 
Some employees or employers were reluctant to be interviewed due to the sensitivity of 
discussing a city ordinance and fear of enforcement penalties. As a result, it was very important 
that we anonymized all data and reported about our results in aggregate only, to avoid imposing 
any risk to sampled businesses. Stressing the confidential nature of the information collected at 
the beginning of our interview was an important way to encourage business participation. 
  
After our introduction, some of the businesses we randomly selected did not want to participate 
in an interview. When this instance occurred, we would resample and make visits to additional 
randomly selected businesses in the council district until we reached 10 interviews from FSBs in 
each council district; SPU approved this strategy. 
 
Data Collection & Analysis 
In most cases, we limited our surveying time to between 1:30pm and 4:30pm in the afternoon to 
maximize employee availability: this window between lunch and dinner was recommended as 
being the most considerate to businesses, and the time they would most likely be able to speak 
with our team. Due to team availability, we conducted our site visits on both weekdays and 
weekends.  
 
To answer the first research question about compliance with the ordinance, we relied on visual 
and tactile observations during the visit to each FSB. When we were unable to identify the 
compliance status of an item, we inquired verbally and noted the response in our records. 
 
Data about compliance was collected for each item type (straws and/or utensils) and coded with 
an indication of whether a product was composed of compostable or non-compostable material. 
For compostable products, we recorded whether they were made of paper or compostable plastic.  
 
We assessed whether FSBs were compliant, partially compliant (for example, compostable 
straws but not compostable utensils) or non-compliant and calculated the overall percentage of 
businesses in each category. For close-ended questions, we used simple codes, as the answers we 
received were easily categorized (for example, yes or no). For open-ended questions, our 
research team would record the answer as verbatim as possible. During the data entry process, 
we tracked a list of general themes based on all responses collected during interviews and coded 
the responses by theme. For example, when asked what they thought about the ordinance, if 
respondents expressed concerns about the high price or about the increased cost of a compliant 
product, these comments would both be coded under price as a theme, with expensive being the 
code within that theme. When responses did not fit into predetermined themes, we created new 
themes and codes for classifying their responses. This iterative process allowed for 
comprehensive theme identification. We tallied the responses by theme and identified patterns 
and trends. This gave our team an understanding of the recurring perspectives about the ban, and 
what barriers to compliance may exist. Ultimately, the survey results informed our 
recommendations to SPU on how to improve education, outreach, and compliance. 
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Survey Limitations 
 
Sample Size 
We surveyed 90 FSBs for this project. Each survey required between 5 and 10 minutes to 
administer. The metrics and sample statistics we report are based on these observations; 
however, our findings are not necessarily generalizable to the larger population due to the limited 
sample size. 
 
While findings from these 90 visits cannot be generalized to the full population of FSBs within 
Seattle, our team, advisor, and client are confident that our sample size provides ample findings 
to inform future SPU work.  
 
Participation 
We were clear when introducing our survey that participation was entirely optional and some 
businesses’ employees or owners chose not to participate. When a business opted not to 
participate, we randomly selected another business from the same council district, but we 
recognize that an opt-in format naturally skews the compliance rate and qualitative data towards 
businesses that choose to participate. Though fear of enforcement was not stated explicitly, we 
did witness an employee removing self-serve boba straws while we interviewed another 
employee. Fear of enforcement thus may have contributed to non-participation in some cases. 
 
In several instances, we were unable to conduct our survey at a randomized FSB due to the 
business being closed. Due to time constraints, we conducted a convenience sample of a nearby 
FSB. 
  
Survey Question Inconsistencies 
When employees provided short or minimal answers, we could not always record a fully formed 
answer into our data sheet. There were also times where FSB employees were not asked one or 
more specific questions, due to survey administration error or time limitations within the survey. 
  
Visual Observation & Convenience Sampling 
Due to time constraints, there were instances in which we were unable to gather qualitative data. 
For these businesses, we collected visual and tactile observations of the straws and utensil types 
available, as well as distribution methods, in order to assess compliance. 
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Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis 
 
Overview 
In this chapter we summarize findings from our survey of 70 FSBs and 20 bubble tea FSBs. 
First, we present findings for the 70 FSBs, including information on compliance rates, how 
single-use straws and utensils are provided to customers and details on these single-use items, 
including composition, brand, and suppliers. We also summarize these businesses’ experience 
with the ban and what knowledge they have about the ban. Next, we present findings on 
compliance rates and experience with the ban for the 20 bubble tea FSBs. Finally, we summarize 
results of our survey questions about the exemption allowing bendable plastic straws for people 
with medical or physical conditions. 
 
It is important to note that this data represents what was observed by and/or verbalized to the 
interviewers. At some FSBs, information was collected only through observation and not all 
questions could be answered. At others, some survey questions were omitted in accordance with 
expressed preference of individual interviewees.  Additionally, not all questions were applicable 
to all sampled businesses. For example, some businesses did not have straws.  Others did not 
have utensils. As a result, our response numbers (n=) vary throughout this section and 
percentages are based on total respondents to each question. These response numbers may vary 
from the total number of surveyed businesses. 
 
 
Summary of FSB Survey Data 
This section summarizes survey data collected at 70 FSBs in the seven council districts. 
 
Straw and Utensil Compliance 
Table 6 shows the compliance level of single-use straws and utensils. 
 

● Compliant: Single-use straws or all single-use utensils are compostable. 
● Partially Compliant: Single-use straws or some single-use utensil types are compostable, 

but not all of these items are compostable. 
● Non-Compliant: No single-use straws or single-use utensils are compostable. 
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Table 6: FSB survey results by council district. 

 
Key Findings2 

● 78% of FSBs used compliant single-use straws. 
● 68% of FSBs used all compliant single-use utensils. 
● Of the observations where the material of compliant straws could be confirmed, 86% 

were made of compostable plastic. The remaining 14% were made of compostable paper. 
(n=49) 

● Figure 2 shows straw and utensil compliance across council districts, while Figure 3 
shows straw and utensil compliance within each council district. 

  

                                                
2 All percentages are rounded to nearest whole number. 

Council 
District 

Straw Utensil 

n Compliant 
Non-

Compliant n Compliant 
Partially 

Compliant 
Non-

Compliant 

1 9 6 3 9 6 0 3 

2 8 3 5 9 6 0 3 

3 9 7 2 9 3 1 5 

4 10 8 2 9 5 1 3 

5 9 8 1 8 6 0 2 

6 10 9 1 10 9 1 0 

7 10 10 0 8 7 1 0 

Total 65 51 14 62 42 4 16 



 
 

 
32  

Figure 2: Single-use straw and utensil compliance across council districts. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Single-use straw and utensil compliance by council district. 
 

 

78%
68%

6%

22% 26%

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Straw (n=65) Utensil (n=62)

N
um

be
r o

f R
es

po
nd

en
ts

 (n
=)

Straw and Utensil Compliance Rate Across All 
Council Districts

Compliant Partially Compliant Non-compliant

67% 67%

25%

67% 78%

33%

80%

56%

89%
75%

90% 90% 100%

88%

13%
11%

11%

10%

13%33% 33%

63%

33% 22%

56%

20%

33%
11%

25%

10%

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

St
ra

w

Ut
en

sil

St
ra

w

Ut
en

sil

St
ra

w

Ut
en

sil

St
ra

w

Ut
en

sil

St
ra

w

Ut
en

sil

St
ra

w

Ut
en

sil

St
ra

w

Ut
en

sil

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

N
um

be
r o

f R
es

po
nd

en
ts

 (n
=)

Council District

Straw and Utensil Compliance Rate by Council District

Compliant Partially Compliant Non-compliant



 
 

 
33  

 
Single-Use Straw Provision Method 
Figure 4 shows the method in which a straw is provided to the customer at FSBs across the seven 
council districts (n=53). 

● Automatic: A straw is provided by default. 
● Self-Service: A straw is openly available to the customer in the FSB. 
● On-Request: A straw is provided upon customer request. 

 
Figure 4: Straw provision method. 
 

 
 
Key Findings 

● 28% of FSBs provided straws automatically. 
● 61% of FSBs provided straws through a self-service method. 
● 11% of FSBs provided straws on-request. 
 

 
Single-Use Utensil Provision Method 
Figure 5 shows the method in which single-use utensils are provided to customers for to-go 
orders at FSBs across the seven council districts (n=54). 

● Automatic: Single-use utensils are provided by default. 
● Self-Service: Single-use utensils are openly available to the customer in the FSB.  
● Automatic and Self-Service: Both methods are used. 
● On-Request: Single-use utensils are provided upon customer request. 

  

Automatic
28%

Self-Service
61%

On-Request
11%

Method in Which Straws are Provided (n=53)
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Figure 5: Utensil provision method. 
 

 
 
Key Findings 

● 33% of FSBs provided single-use utensils automatically for to-go orders. 
● 46% of FSBs provided single-use utensils through self-service for to-go orders. 
● 2% of FSBs provided single-use utensils both automatically and through self-service for 

to-go orders. 
● 19% of FSBs provided single-use utensils on-request for to-go orders. 

 
 
Overall Compliance 
Table 7 shows the overall compliance of FSBs by council district. 

● Compliant: Single-use straws and all single-use utensils are compostable. 
● Partially Compliant: Some single-use straw types or some single-use utensil types are 

compostable, but not all of these items are compostable. 
● Non-Compliant: Single-use straws and no type of single-use utensil is compostable. 
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Self-Service
46%

Automatic 
and Self-Serve

2%

On-Request
19%

Method in Which Single-use Utensils are Provided 
for To-go Orders (n=54)
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Table 7: FSB compliance level by council district. 

 
Key Findings  

● Across council districts, 64% are compliant, 16% are partially compliant, and 20% are 
non-compliant (See Figure 6). For a breakdown by council district, see Figure 7. 

 
 
Figure 6: Across council districts. 
 

 
  

Compliant
64%

Partially 
Compliant

16%

Non-
compliant

20%

Overall Compliance Rate Across All Council Districts 
(n=70)

 
Council District n Compliant 

Partially 
Compliant Non-Compliant  

Compliance 
Rate 

1 10 6 0 4 60% 

2 10 4 2 4 40% 

3 10 4 3 3 40% 

4 10 6 3 1 60% 

5 10 8 0 2 80% 

6 10 8 2 0 80% 

7 10 9 1 0 90% 

Total 70 45 11 14 64% 
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Figure 7: By council district. 
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FSB Perceptions, Knowledge and Communication Related to the Straw and 
Utensil Ban  
 
Do FSB representatives know about the ordinance? 
At all sites, we asked if the person we were interviewing knew about the ordinance banning the 
use of single-use plastic straws and utensils effective July 1, 2018 (Figure 8).  
 
Figure 8: Awareness of ban. 
 

 
 
Rates of representatives reporting knowing about the ban were fairly consistent between bubble 
tea businesses and non-bubble tea businesses.  

● Overall, 82% of FSBs reported knowing about the ban. 
 
How do FSB representatives hear about ordinances? 
In order to assess current outreach related to this and other ordinances, we asked all FSB 
representatives how they typically heard about regulations such as this ban (Figure 9).  
  

Yes
82%

No
18%

Did you know about the ban on disposable plastic 
straws and utensils? (n=74)
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Figure 9: How the ban is communicated. 
 

 
 
Although all FSBs were mailed information, the largest category of responses (41%) reported 
that they learn about ordinances “in person”. The types of in-person sources mentioned by 
respondents were: directly from employer (12), from someone at another FSB (9), from the City 
of Seattle (5), from customers (3), a friend or at school (3), other “word-of-mouth” or unclear 
(2). 
 
Of the 15 responses that reported correspondence, the channels referenced were: mail (10), email 
(4), and phone call (1). Of the 28 that cited media, news (8), online research (6), and social 
media (5) were referenced most frequently. Of those that cited industry (7), two referenced other 
FSBs, two referenced their product supplier, and three others stated “the industry.” One response 
cited hearing about rules like this ban from “the government” and did not elaborate.  
 
How do FSB representatives prefer to hear about regulations? 
We asked each interviewee if they had a preferred way to hear about regulations such as the 
straw and utensil ordinance. A slight majority preferred the current mode of correspondence 
from the city (Figure 10). 
  

Correspondence
15%

In person
41%Industry

8%

Media
35%

Government
1%

How do you hear about rules like the ban? (n=78)
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Figure 10: Communication preference. 
 

 
 

● 31% preferred correspondence such as mail (13), email (4), or gave a vague response (1). 
● 30% preferred media such as news (5), newspaper (3), ads (2), internet (4) or social 

media (3). 
● 30% preferred to hear in person, from their employer (6), from a visit from a City 

employee (7), at a community meeting (1), or gave a vague response (3). 
● 9% had no preference or gave an unclear response. 

 
Sourcing of compliant products 
At restaurants that were fully compliant (using both a compostable straw and compostable 
utensils), we asked if the restaurant was able to find the compliant products at their regular 
supplier or if they had to go to a different source to find a compliant product. 

● 68% (21) reported being able to find compliant products at their regular suppliers. 
● 32% (10) reported not being able to find the compliant products they were using at their 

regular respondents.  
 
FSBs that reported being able to find compliant products at their regular suppliers 
reported the following companies: 

● Restaurant Depot (7) 
● Cash and Carry (5) 
● Cisco (2) 
● Bar Green (1) 
● Bunzi (1) 
● Cedar Grove (1) 
● FSA (1) 

Correspondence 
31%

In person 
30%

Media
30%

Neutral or 
Unclear

9%

What is your preferred way to hear this type of 
information? (n=57)
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● Karat Earth (online) (1) 
 
FSBs that reported not being able to find compliant products at their regular suppliers 
instead reported finding compliant products via: 

● Online unspecified (3) 
● EcoProducts (1) 
● Lollicup (1) 
● US Food Service (1) 
● World Centric (1) 

 
Perceptions towards ban 
Within our qualitative data, sometimes an interviewee would respond to a question with an 
answer that included more than one theme. We wanted to capture all aspects of responses;  in 
these cases, we included all of the themes mentioned in our analysis. As a result, n represents the 
number of responses, not the number of FSBs. 
  
For the question asking respondents why they thought the City of Seattle had banned single-use 
plastic straws and utensils (n=74): 

● 80% responded that it was for environmental reasons.  
● 10% reported that the City has instituted the ban for price reasons (including one person 

who responded they believed the City was receiving a portion of the money spent on 
compostable products, or “a cut”).  

● 5% responded that the City had instituted the ban for political reasons or as a public 
relations move.  

● 4% of respondents reported not knowing why the City implemented the ban . 
● 1% of respondents reported it was for health reasons (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11: Opinion on reasons for ban. 
 

 
  
Within the 80% of respondents who reported the ban being implemented for environmental 
reasons, the majority expressed a belief that the ban would have a future impact on the 
environment. Other responses under our environment theme were given related to oceans, 
climate change, pollution recycling, nature, and wildlife. Several respondents brought up the 
image of the sea turtle with the straw in its nostril that went viral (Lee, 2018). One respondent 
reported this image as the driving motivation for the City of Seattle to implement the ban (Figure 
12). 
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Figure 12: Environmental reasons that were cited. 
 

 
 
We also asked respondents what they thought about the ban. We first gauged whether their 
opinions characterized the ban as favorable, neutral, or unfavorable (Figure 13). 
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Figure 13: How ban is perceived. 
 

 
 
Of those who responded favorably to the ban, many respondents simply stated they were in favor 
of it, they thought it was good, or they just generally agreed with the ban. Some respondents 
gave additional answers. Of these: 

● 25% (12) stated that it was good because it was good for the environment 
● 8% (4) noted that it was good but the cost and expense of compliant products was bad 

(for businesses) 
● 8% (4) thought it was ineffective and unenforced 
● 4% (2) reported that it was well-intentioned 

 
Of those who responded unfavorably, 50% brought up cost and the increased expense of buying 
a compliant product. 14% brought up the difficulty and inconvenience of finding a compliant 
product. 
 
Perceptions toward Durable Straw and Utensil Options 
Within the survey, our team noted when an FSB had a durable option for straws or utensils 
(n=70). 

● 35 FSBs were confirmed to have a durable utensil option. 
● 1 FSB was confirmed to have a durable straw option.  

 
Our team was able to record five interactions with FSBs on incorporating more durable straw 
and utensil options into their businesses. Three interviewees said they would consider adding 
durable options for the following reasons: 

● If there were cheaper options (1) 
● By corporate direction (1) 
● They plan on having glass straws in the future (1) 

Two of the five would not consider having more durable options because of their lack of storage 
space or limited access to a dishwasher to clean these products. 

Favorable
69%

Neutral
19%

Unfavorable
12%

Perceptions Towards Ban (n=69)
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Summary of Bubble Tea FSB Survey Data 
 
This section summarizes survey data collected at 20 bubble tea FSBs in the University and 
International District neighborhoods.  
 
Straw and Utensil Compliance 
 
Table 8 summarizes compliance rates of single-use bubble straws, single-use regular straws, and 
single-use utensils at bubble tea FSBs in both neighborhoods. 
 

● Compliant: Single-use straw type is compostable. All single-use utensils are 
compostable. 

● Partially Compliant: Some single-use utensil types are compostable, but not all of these 
items are compostable. 

● Non-Compliant: Single-use straw type is not compostable. No single-use utensils are 
compostable. 

 
Table 8: Bubble Tea FSB breakdown of bubble straw type, regular straw type, and utensil type by 
neighborhood. 

 
 
Key Findings  

● 15% of bubble tea FSBs used compliant bubble straws. 
○ Of the compliant bubble straws, all were made of compostable plastic. 

● 33% of bubble tea FSBs used compliant regular straws. 
● 36% had single-use utensils that were all compliant. 
● 0% of bubble tea FSBs in the University District used all compliant single-use utensils. 
● Figure 14 compares bubble tea straw vs regular straw compliance across the 

neighborhoods. 
  

Neighborhood Bubble Straw Regular Straw Utensil 

n Compliant 
Non-

Compliant n Compliant 
Non-

Compliant n Compliant 
Partially 

Compliant 
Non-

compliant 
University 
District 10 2 8 8 2 6 6 0 1 5 

International 
District 10 1 9 10 4 6 8 5 0 3 

Total 
20 3 17 18 6 12 14 5 1 8 
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Figure 14: Bubble vs regular straw compliance across neighborhoods. 
 

 
 
 
Overall Compliance 
 
Table 9 summarizes the overall compliance rate of all single-use straws and utensils in those 
bubble tea FSBs responding. 
 

● Compliant: All single-use straw types and all single-use utensil types are compostable. 
● Partially Compliant: Some single-use straw types or some single-use utensil types are 

compostable, but not all of these items are compostable. 
● Non-Compliant: No single-use straws or single-use utensils are compostable. 

 
Table 9. Bubble Tea FSB compliance level by neighborhood. 
 

Neighborhood n Compliant Partially 
Complaint 

Non-Compliant Compliance 
Rate 

University 
District 

10 1 3 6 10% 

International 
District 

10 1 6 3 10% 

Total 20 2 9 9 10% 
 
Key Findings 

● 10% of bubble tea FSBs were compliant in their single-use straws and utensils. 
● 45% were partially compliant. 
● 45% were non-compliant in their single-use straws and utensils (Figure 15). See Figure 

16 for a breakdown by neighborhood. 
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Figure 15: Overall compliance across neighborhoods. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 16: Overall compliance by neighborhoods. 
 

 
 
 
We were able to interview people at four of the fully or partially compliant bubble tea 
businesses. We asked if compliance had been easy or difficult, and why.  

● 80% of respondents answered that it had been difficult to comply. 
● 20% had neutral feelings on their ease of compliance. 
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Of those that found it difficult, two cited the inconvenience of cutting the compliant compostable 
straws at an angle by hand (to puncture the thin plastic film sealing the bubble tea cup), one cited 
cost, and one stated they had to teach customers how to use the differently-sized compostable 
straw with their bubble tea (Figure 17). 
 
Figure 17: Difficulty level of complying and why. 
 
 

 
 

 
At six bubble tea businesses where we conducted interviews and did not find any compliance, 
answers varied as to what has prevented the business from complying with the straw requirement 
(Figure 18). Of eight reasons given for non-compliance: 

● 2 responses cited availability problems with appropriate products, particularly with hot 
beverages. One person complained of paper straws melting, suggesting compliance was 
attempted. 

● 2 responses cited the expense of compliant straws. 
● 1 cited a lack of customer knowledge of the ban. 
● 1 cited a lack of knowledge at the FSB. 
● 1 said their employer made purchasing decisions and would not comply. 
● 1 didn’t know why the FSB was not in compliance. 
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Figure 18: Reported challenges to compliance (bubble tea straws). 
 

 
 
 
Summary of Bendable Plastic Straw Exemption Findings 
 
Supplies of Bendable Plastic Straws 
 
This section presents findings on the number of bubble tea and non-bubble tea FSBs that had a 
supply of bendable plastic straws (n=62). 
 
Key Findings 

● 5% of FSBs reported that they had a supply of bendable plastic straws. 
● 95% of FSBs reported that they did not have supply of bendable plastic straws. 
● No bubble tea FSBs had a supply of bendable plastic straws. 
● Three FSBs reported having a supply of bendable plastic straws. Two specifically 

mentioned the supply was old stock from before the ordinance went into effect or were 
being used because they had run out of regular straws for customers. 
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Knowledge about the Exemption 
 
Figure 19 shows the total number of employees interviewed at bubble tea FSBs and non-bubble 
tea FSBs that knew about the exemption allowing for bendable plastic straws for those who 
require them for medical or physical reasons. 
 
Figure 19: Awareness of bendable plastic straw exemption. 
 

 
 
Key Findings 

● 10% of employees reported they were aware of the exemption that allows for bendable 
plastic straws. 

● 90% of employees reported they were not aware of this exemption. 
● No businesses in which employees were aware of the exemption had a supply of 

bendable plastic straws. 
 
Perceptions toward Bendable Plastic Straw Exemption 
 
63 of the 90 FSBs surveyed responded about their perceptions to the exemption of bendable 
plastic straws if required for medical and physical conditions (Figure 20). 

● 66% (41) expressed a favorable reaction to the exemption. 
● 18% (11) expressed a neutral reaction to the exemption. 
● 10% (6) expressed an unfavorable reaction to the exemption. 
● 8% (5) did not have an opinion on this exemption. 
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Figure 20: Perceptions of bendable plastic straw exemption. 
 

 
 
Employees who had a favorable response to the exemption spoke about accessibility and the 
need to accommodate people’s needs, and their hope for the development of compostable 
bendable straws. Employees who had a neutral response spoke about their hope for compostable 
bendable straws, the lack of demand for bendable plastic straws, and how they believe people 
should bring their own straws. Employees with an unfavorable response to the exemption spoke 
about bringing your own straw, a concern that people would exploit the exemption loophole, 
confusion for customers, and did not believe it was the business’s responsibility. 
 
52 of 90 FSBs surveyed provided answers to what would make the FSB more likely to have 
bendable straws on hand for customers who request a straw (Figure 21). 
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Figure 21: Reasons businesses would supply bendable plastic straws. 
 

 
 
Answers varied considerably for this question: 

● If customers asked for them (19) 
● Having knowledge about the exemption (7) 
● If they were cheaper to supply (6) 
● Don’t know (5) 
● Decision is up to boss or management (4) 
● If the right product was available (4) 
● If the City requires them (2) 
● Nothing (2) 
● Would need to talk to their supplier (1) 
● “Probably” (1) 
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Additional Comments from FSBs Around Plastic Straw and Utensil Ban 
 
After the completion of each survey, we recorded additional observations from our team as well 
as comments respondents expressed during the interview.  
 
We observed: 

● Employees removing boba straws from the counter halfway through an interview. 
● Straws being kept behind the counter, with a sign explaining customers would need to 

request a straw. 
● Customers received a complimentary straw with their purchase but any additional straws 

would cost an extra $0.50. 
● Eco-Product spoons that were not compostable. 
● Plastic straws that an employee thought were compostable. 

 
We received comments from employees about the following issues: 

● Asking for vendor recommendations for bubble tea straws. 
● Reiterating the expensive cost of compostable straws and utensils. 
● Remarking that UberEats has an option for customers to request straws and utensils, 

while other food delivery apps do not offer this option. 
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Chapter 5: Recommendations 
 
In this chapter, we offer an assortment of recommendations for SPU, intended to advise future 
SPU communication relating to regulations restricting the use of single-use disposable plastic 
serviceware. Our recommendations are informed by our conversations and observations at the 90 
FSBs we visited during our primary research collection fieldwork. These recommendations are 
supplemented by our analysis of ordinances and outreach materials of other West Coast cities 
implementing similar policies. Our recommendations fall into three categories:  

● Outreach opportunities to FSB owners and decision-makers 
● Opportunities for external partnerships  
● Opportunities specific to bubble tea businesses 

 
Since the requirement for compostable single-use straws and utensils is still fairly recent, it is 
possible that compliance will increase over time as the availability of these items increase and 
costs decrease due to manufacturers adapting to this new market demand. Nevertheless, there are 
some proactive steps SPU can take to accelerate the compliance rate in FSBs. 
  
Based on our experiences, our recommendations are focused on strategies and components of 
SPU outreach work to both FSBs and product suppliers. Our overall intent is to increase trust, 
understanding, and cooperation between SPU and the business community in Seattle. 
 
Outreach Recommendations  
 
Overview 
The following outreach recommendations can apply to further correspondence regarding this 
ordinance as well as subsequent FSB-related ordinances: 1) increase language accessibility 2) 
increase messaging regarding exemptions and 3) address “greenwashing” confusion.  
 
Increase Language Accessibility 
In 10 of the 90 FSBs we surveyed, we experienced communication issues due to language 
barriers, suggesting that a significant proportion of workers at Seattle FSBs may not have fully 
comprehended SPU’s two August 2018 English-only fliers. One flier explained that the single-
use plastic straw and utensils ban was now in full effect and was sent to all FSBs. The other, sent 
only to bubble tea FSBs, addressed concerns about the availability of compliant bubble tea 
straws and emphasized the focus on education and outreach for the first year of the ban. These 
English-only fliers may have contributed to lower rates of compliance at bubble tea FSBs and a 
lower rate of knowledge about the exemption for bendable plastic straws.  We recommend all 
future outreach materials, include important details in at least four common languages (such as 
the Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Korean that was featured on the March 2018 SPU flier). 
Additionally, we recommend all outreach materials, including follow-up materials such as the 
August 2018 fliers, include a link to the SPU website, where the owner can find thorough 
translations of all materials in several languages.  
 
Increase Messaging around Exemption for Bendable Plastic Straws 
In August 2018, SPU mailed an English-only flier to all FSBs that stated the ordinance was in 
full effect and clarified the exemption for bendable plastic straws and the other exempt products. 
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However, our findings show that only six out of 62 employees interviewed knew about the 
exemption allowing for bendable plastic straws for those who require them for medical or 
physical reasons. This exemption was omitted in SPU’s original outreach to FSBs about the ban; 
this may have caused confusion for FSBs in Seattle. SPU should continue including information 
about the bendable plastic straws exemption in all of its future outreach material to FSBs. 
 
Address ‘Greenwashing’ Confusion 
While conducting our research, representatives from FSBs told our team they believed they were 
using a compliant compostable product on multiple occasions. However when they showed our 
team the original product box, the product turned out not to be compostable but instead had 
wording the purchaser associated with being environmentally-friendly; the product had therefore 
been interpreted as compliant. Words such as “biodegradable,” “sustainable” or “made from 
plant starch” were all phrases present on products consumers incorrectly believed to be 
compliant. This type of greenwashing is misleading and difficult to navigate if a consumer is not 
well versed in product labeling. 
 
Image 8. Example of greenwashing. 

 
 
The May 2019 signing of Washington ESHB 1569 “An act concerning marketing the 
degradability of products” is a critical step in addressing the problem of products labeled 
confusingly for consumers in Washington. This bill requires that labeling on compostable 
products sold in Washington be clear and easy to understand. It also gives authority to local 
governments and the Attorney General of Washington to pursue misleading or incorrect 
environmental claims and “greenwashing” for plastic products claiming to be “biodegradable” 
(State of Washington, 2019; Zero Waste Washington, 2019). Though this legislation will help 
clarify what is compostable by requiring clear labeling on packaging, public information to help 
consumers avoid greenwashed products remains critical. 
  
In order to address this type of “greenwashing” and confusion about non-compliant products, we 
recommend SPU tailor outreach materials to include content dispelling misinformation in order 
increase understanding and compliance. We recommend SPU include guidelines for avoiding 
non-compliant products on outreach materials. Outreach materials should warn customers to be 
aware of incorrect labeling and provide customers with the specific distinctions of compliant 
products. SPU should consider including the following language to outreach materials: 
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● Look for the “certified compostable” or “commercially compostable” label. If the product 
doesn’t have this wording, don’t buy it!  

 
External Partnerships Recommendations  
The following recommendations are suggestions for SPU to increase dialogue and partnerships 
with suppliers and other interested parties: 1) Partnerships with Product Suppliers and 2) 
Lowering Costs for FSBs. 
 
Further Developing Partnerships with Product Suppliers 
During our research, survey respondents reported in-person and correspondence outreach as 
being a preferred method to hear about laws and ordinances such as the single-use plastic straw 
and utensil requirements. Respondents also expressed frustrating experiences having to search 
for compliant products with their supplier.  
 
In the past, SPU has provided outreach and education to brick-and-mortar store suppliers and 
connected with other suppliers and manufacturers to communicate Seattle’s specific packaging 
regulations. We recommend SPU deepen partnerships with the most commonly cited product 
suppliers, Cash & Carry and Restaurant Depot, to create co-branded outreach materials. 
Suppliers would use these materials within their stores to clarify the Seattle-specific regulations; 
we see this as an additional channel for reaching FSBs. Materials would address several 
components: 
 

● Highlight compliant compostable products available by individual suppliers 
Suppliers could choose to label products they sell that are compliant with Seattle’s 
ordinance. Image 9 is an example of a supplier labeling a product that is compostable. 
Labels could be co-branded by the store and SPU for approved compliant products.  

 
Image 9. Example of compostable labeling 

 
 

● Include information clarifying the bendable plastic straw exemption 
As very few of the sites we visited during our fieldwork knew about the exemption 
allowing them to provide bendable plastic straws for customers with physical or medical 
needs, these co-branded outreach materials could be another touch-point communicating 
this exemption.  
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Developing these partnerships would increase understanding of these requirements among 
suppliers, enabling them to better assist customers with buying compliant products. In turn, this 
will increase awareness among customers and improve compliance. 
 
Lowering Costs 
In our findings we reported that several survey respondents stated that the cost of compostable 
straws and utensils was a challenge to complying with the ordinance. SPU should focus on 
strategies to help alleviate this critical compliance challenge. 
 
Cost-Lowering Strategies 

● Provide FSBs with a cost comparison of available compliant products at Restaurant 
Depot and Cash and Carry, the two most often cited food service business supply stores, 
to assist them in choosing the most affordable option. This could be an information flier 
or an updated online database that provides price comparisons. 

● Suggest FSBs charge customers a small fee for straws and utensils to compensate for the 
increased cost of purchasing compostable single-use items. 

● Require FSBs to provide single-use straws and utensils by request-only in order to 
encourage them to use less product and save on costs. Our findings show that only 11% 
of FSBs interviewed provided straws by request-only and only 19% provided utensils by 
request-only. A requirement may make more FSBs distribute single-use straws and 
utensils in this way. 

● Identify if other cities with single-use straw and utensil requirements have used policies 
that have lowered costs. A specific area to research is if Berkeley's requirement that all 
dine-in options be served with durable utensils has demonstrated to FSBs that they will 
save money in the long-run by purchasing less compostable utensils, or if this 
requirement has increased costs for them. 

 
These recommendations could also be implemented through a partnership effort with industry 
organizations such as Seattle Restaurant Alliance or Washington Hospitality Association.  
 
Recommendations for Improving Compliance at Bubble Tea Businesses 
As discussed in Chapter 4, 15% of bubble tea FSBs surveyed used a compostable bubble tea 
straw. The two main reasons provided for why compostable bubble straws were not used were 
performance and cost. The primary performance challenge, expressed by 40% of survey 
respondents, was the lack of a sharp end on a bubble straws to puncture the cellophane lid. A 
second challenge commonly cited was that bubble straws dissolved in hot liquids. This is a 
difficult obstacle to compliance, as some bubble tea beverages are served hot. 
 
Manufacturer Outreach 
Communicate with Karat Earth, the most often cited bubble straw brand used by Seattle bubble 
tea FSBs, on the two straw performance challenges: 

● Encourage them to produce compostable bubble straws that are pre-cut at an angle and 
that can withstand hot liquids without melting. 

● Incentive manufacturers to make these product improvements by offering to recommend 
their brands on outreach materials to FSBs and specifying the suppliers that carry these 
brands. 
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Product Research and Bubble Tea FSB Outreach 
Identify any compostable bubble straws currently available that meet performance standards and 
circulate this information to bubble tea FSBs:  

● Perform outreach in Seattle and other cities to identify bubble tea FSBs that have found a 
bubble tea compostable straw option that pierces cellophane lids and does not melt in hot 
beverages. Review what is currently available from suppliers that may meet performance 
standards.  

● Communicate this information to bubble tea FSBs through information fliers, in-person 
visits, and online resources. 

 
Information-sharing Platform for Bubble Tea FSBs 
Create an online resource for bubble tea FSB employees to share information on how they 
comply with the ordinance: 

● Encourage bubble tea businesses to provide product recommendations with other bubble 
tea FSBs. Periodically include these recommendations in SPU outreach materials to all 
bubble tea FSBs. 

● Encourage bubble tea FSBs to communicate the innovative ways they have complied 
with the ordinance. In our surveys, some respondents reported poking a hole in the 
cellophane lid before serving the product to customers or manually cutting compostable 
bubble straws to make them sharp enough to puncture the lid. This type of information 
would be useful for those bubble tea FSBs that may be hesitant to transition to a 
compostable option because of the perceived challenges of compostable straws. 

 
Bubble Straw Cost 
Encourage bubble tea FSBs to purchase durable bubble tea straws: 

● In our surveys of bubble tea FSBs, we found that 65% of respondents reported that their 
business was mostly dine-in or at least half dine-in orders. Costs would decrease in the 
long-term by purchasing fewer compostable bubble straws and instead purchasing 
durable straws for this customer demographic. To encourage businesses to consider this 
option, SPU could provide an information flier to these businesses that outlines the long-
term cost savings from purchasing durable options. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
Compliance Rate 
The results of our straw and utensil survey show an overall (both straws and utensils) compliance 
rate of 64% among non-bubble tea surveyed businesses (n=70). Among surveyed bubble tea 
FSBs, our surveys show an overall compliance rate of 10% (n=20). 
 
In Spring 2018, several months before the straw and utensil ordinance went into effect on July 1, 
the 2018 team of Evans Student Consultants reported 18% of surveyed businesses were using 
compostable straws and utensils. For non-bubble tea FSBs, our survey results show a significant 
increase in compliance since the ban went into effect. However, compliance at bubble tea FSBs 
surveyed remains low.  
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Knowledge about the Ban 
In their report, the 2018 Evans Consulting team reported 30 out of 83 (36%) surveyed businesses 
had awareness of the ban going into effect on July 1, 2018. A year later, and (nine months after 
the ban went into effect), our survey results show 61 out of 74 (82%) surveyed businesses 
reporting knowledge of the ban being in effect. 
 
After reviewing the research, analysis, and recommendations in this report, SPU should consider 
which options to pursue and determine next steps for moving forward to increase awareness and 
compliance with the ordinance. 
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Appendix 1. Seattle Public Utilities Straw & Utensil Requirements 
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Appendix 2. Seattle Public Utilities Boba Tea Straw Requirements 
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Appendix 3. City of San Diego Polystyrene Foam and Single Use Plastics Ordinance 
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Appendix 4. Map of Seattle Council Districts 
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Appendix 5. Map of Seattle Neighborhoods for Bubble Tea Business Surveys 
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Appendix 6. Survey Instruments 
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Appendix 7. Survey Methods 
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