Zero Waste Planning Guide for Large-scale Events and/or Conferences
This zero waste planning framework was designed to provide the resources and tools to reduce waste at largescale events and/or conferences. This guide walks through the suggested steps leading up to the event, during
the event, and after the event.
Hosting a zero waste event is possible, even for a conference with hundreds of attendees and several days of
activities. In striving to produce zero waste events, organizers can serve as leaders in a global shift toward a
culture of sustainability while preventing marine debris and inspiring attendees and vendors to continue this
practice.

Checklist Overview
Pre-Event/Conference
✓

Task

Notes

Six months to one year prior to event
Assemble internal zero waste working
group & zero waste staff who work at
the event venue

●
●
●
●
●

Draft zero waste framework

●

●

Select vendor and draft venue and
caterer guidelines

●

Identify staff and/or volunteers to participate in the
zero waste working group.
Identify an internal zero waste lead.
Schedule monthly meetings.
Begin zero waste communications with potential
venues.
Identify a main point of contact with potential venues
for all zero waste initiatives.
Consider the following components:
○ sources and types of waste
○ actions to reduce waste
○ potential barriers for venue and participants
○ costs for associated actions
○ methods for measuring success
○ necessary signage and messaging
Define what zero waste success means for your
team. Please see Appendix A: What is Zero Waste?
for more information.
Select a vendor and/or caterer that is willing to work
with you on your zero waste initiatives. If the event is
located at a lodging or hotel property, ask the vendor
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●

Research composting options and
recovery waste stations (if not already
occurring on-site)

if they are willing to remove single-use items in the
room as well as other hotel spaces such as on-site
cafes or business centers.
Please review Appendix B: Pre-Event Vendor and
Caterer Guidelines for more information.

●

Review event host city’s policies on commercial
composting and what is allowable. If there is no
public service that offers composting, work with
venue staff to determine the next best option or hire
a private vendor.

●

Finalize vendor and caterer guideline document in
collaboration with venue staff.
Designate roles for internal zero waste working
group and zero waste venue staff.

Three to six months prior to event
Assign duties

●

Finalize zero waste framework and
determine metrics for measuring
success

●

●

Compile needed supply list and begin
ordering processes

●

●

●

With venue staff, identify metrics, methods, and
timelines for collecting data and reporting to
participants (spreading messages before, during,
and after the event).
Please see Appendix C: Approaches to Achieve
Zero Waste for more information.
Compile a list of all needed supplies to reduce waste
as much as possible. Examples from the 6IMDC
include:
● Reusable chalkboard name tags
● Reusable cups
● Reusable lunch bags
● Compost bins
● Recyclable signage
● Mobile application in place of paper programs
Research supply options and timelines, and then
begin working with companies to process and ship
items to the event venue.
Chose a zero waste staff identifier such as a unique
name tag or pin so that attendees know who to
consult if they have questions.
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Finalize composting options and
recovery waste stations (if not already
occurring on-site)

●
●

●

●

●

●

Determine the venue layout and list all
signage needs

Identify end-site locations and haulers, including
organizations that will accept leftover food items.
Select composting company and discuss logistics
(pickups, training for staff, station locations
throughout venue, etc.).
Ask the composting company if they have signs
already created. Different companies have different
requirements and often have pre-made signs that
can be reused at multiple events.
Photos or icons of specific items at the event can be
included on signs directing attendees to the correct
bin. Any paper products used at the event should be
clearly labeled for compost or landfill, depending on
the compost company guidelines.
Consider the number of entrances and exits at the
venue, where food tables are located, if there are
certain places where people can and cannot eat, and
any other restrictions. Avoid having too much space
between stations so attendees can easily access the
proper receptacles.
Please see Appendix D: Pre-Event Resource
Recovery Stations for more information.

●

Consider signage needs and strategies to reduce
use of non-reusable or recyclable items:
○ digital options such as venue tv/screens
○ chalkboards or dry-erase boards
○ post-consumer, recyclable paper

●

Increase zero waste working group meetings from
monthly to weekly.
Train conference organizers as well as event venue
staff on the zero waste components of the event.

One to three months prior to event
Coordinate with internal zero waste
working group & zero waste venue staff

●

Finalize plan to achieve zero waste
goals

●
●

Develop list of action items for staff before, during,
and after the event.
Finalize and order reusable items, create
manufacturing and purchase timeline, and confirm
shipping location. Examples include:
○ name tags
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○
○

reusable cups
mobile application in place of paper programs

Finalize signage needs

●
●

Draft signage one-to-three months before event.
Print and/or order all signs and ship to venue one
week to one month before event.

Begin zero waste communication with
attendees

●

Email participants to announce zero waste efforts
prior to the conference/event.
Provide information about zero waste efforts on the
official event website and in the event program
Develop zero waste talking points for Master of
Ceremonies. Efforts should be mentioned in the
welcome ceremony and periodically throughout the
event.
If the event's host city or town has zero waste
initiatives, include these in event announcements to
support the choice to host the event in that particular
location.

●
●

●

One day to one week prior to event
Finalize responsibilities and day-of
needs with internal zero waste working
group & zero waste venue staff

●

●
●

●

Finalize signage needs

●

Identify staff assigned to removing full bags, how
often the bags will be collected, where they will be
taken and stored during the event, and how they will
be measured/weighed.
Ensure appropriate staffing and training for sorting
stations; set up zero waste point of contacts.
Designate a secure zero waste supply area
accessible only to the internal zero waste working
group so that staff can replace supplies as needed
throughout the event. Stage all necessary supplies
here: bags, gloves, recovery station maps, backup
signs and supplies, etc.
Consider having some staff assigned to the
composting, recycling, and trash stations to help
attendees make the correct choices.
Place appropriate signs* around the venue. Signage
may include:
○ Room labels and directional cues
○ Sponsor recognition
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●

○ WiFi password
*Paper signs pinned or clipped to cardboard backing
will allow for all materials to be reused or recycled.
Avoid printing plastic, laminated, or foam-core signs
when possible.
Consider bringing a printer or having one easilyaccessible for last minute signage needs.

During the event
Communicate with attendees

●

●
●

●

●

Monitor

●

●

Meet with venue and catering staff

●

●

At the beginning of the event, announce and explain
the zero waste goal. Briefly explain what attendees
can compost and recycle at the event. Point out the
locations of the Resource Recovery Stations,
reference the signage, and point out the staff who
can help if needed.
Please see Appendix E: Resource Recovery Station
Communication for more information.
Measure and report financial impact, which could
include waste reduction savings (via source
reduction, reuse, etc.).
Provide a script to the Master of Ceremonies to
remind participants about zero waste practices and
announce successes throughout the event.
Announce the zero waste staff identifier (unique
name tags or pins) to attendees.
Record all zero waste efforts and measurements for
post-event reporting (e.g. number and/or weight of
trash, recycling, and compost bins filled each day).
Draft a script for the Master of Ceremonies for
periodic announcements about zero waste
accomplishments throughout the event.
Meet with venue staff and caterer at the beginning or
end of each day to ensure that expectations are
being met for the daily amount of food the kitchen is
producing and demand. For example, ensure that
the correct of amount of coffee was made each day,
if there was not enough for attendees, work with
venue to increase the quantity the following day.
Adjust strategies as needed.
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●

Check all areas with important signage at the end of
each day. Replace missing signs and update any
daily changes for the following day’s activities.

Collect feedback from internal zero
waste working group & zero waste
venue staff

●

Compile notes to document successes and areas for
improvement.

Evaluate zero waste framework and
celebrate success

●

Complete a final report of the measured success and
include a high-level overview in the conference
proceedings.

Send final zero waste communication to
attendees

●

Thank vendor, catering company, and attendees for
participating.
Follow-up with electronic thank you notes to continue
the trend of zero waste.

Check signage

Post-event

●

APPENDIX
Appendix A: What is zero waste?
The Zero Waste International Alliance states: “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.” 1

Appendix B: Pre-Event Vendor and Caterer Guidelines
Assess all possible waste stream materials, both regularly produced by the venue (paper towels, coffee lids,
etc.) and produced by conference activities (signage, notecards, etc.) and develop solutions for replacements,
elimination, reduction, or recycling.
Select a vendor and/or caterer that is willing to commit to zero waste initiatives. It is difficult to have a
successful zero waste event without the support and buy-in of the vendor and/or caterer. The below guidelines
are adapted from the Seventh Generation Ahead Planning Guide. 2
1
2

http://zwia.org/standards/zw-definition/
https://sevengenerationsahead.org/images/work/zerowaste/SGA_ZW_Event_Planning_Guide_FINAL.pdf, page 27
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At large events, boxed lunches may be provided as a meal option (generally a more economically-viable
option). However, boxed lunches generally are accompanied by many single-use items like napkins,
silverware, plastic containers and wrappers, and paper bags. If you are able to donate excess food, be mindful
of the packaging included with each meal, as the location receiving the donations may not have the proper
recycling or composting capabilities.
Considerations

Ideal

Acceptable

Unacceptable

Food and
beveragerelated Items

Reusable dishes,
cups/mugs, cutlery,
napkins; water refill
stations; bulk creamers,
sweeteners, and
condiments, etc.

Compostable dishes,
cups/mugs, cutlery; paper
napkins

Single-use products like
plastic or polystyrene dishes,
cups/mugs, cutlery, water
bottles

Food Waste

Existing, on-site
commercial composting,
limited plastic packaging,
bulk purchasing, precise
counts of attendee dietary
preferences to reduce
waste

Food waste is sent to thirdparty food donation groups
and charities. Weights of
landfill, recycle, and compost
are estimated

No method to handle food
waste

Paper communications such
as signage and note cards,
paper attendee giveaways,
reusable decor

Plastic, foam, or laminated
signage, plastic attendee
giveaways, single-use decor

Venue staff brings full trash
bags to a centralized
location where the hauler
will pick them up. Weights
of landfill, recycle, and
compost will be measured
and recorded
Event Items

Electronic communications,
reusable name tags,
limited or sustainable
attendee giveaways,
upcycled or borrowed
decor
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Responsibilities
and
Expectations

Venue agrees to work with
zero waste working group
on all items of zero waste
planning, conversations
occur throughout preplanning, venue agrees to
framework

Venue willing to work on only
existing waste management
activities

Venue does not agree to
work on any zero waste
goals

Appendix C: Approaches to Achieve Zero Waste
Source reduction and diverting waste from landfills can be broken down based on the 4Rs:
Refuse

Reduce

As organizers and attendees of events and conferences, there are ways to avoid (or
refuse) using items altogether. Examples include:
●

Plastic single-use items

●

Plastic water bottles

Reduce and replace as many single-use items as possible. Examples include:
●
●
●

utensils
napkins
event programs

Reuse/compost/
donate

Communication with the venue and local organizations about zero waste goals can
result in donation of excess food to local shelters. This creates a win-win situation,
providing meals to people in need and also diverting food from ending up in the waste
stream. Examples of reduction through reuse include:
● wooden name tags
● bagged lunches

Recycle

For any unavoidable single-use items, recyclable materials are best. Examples
include:
● Paper signage
● Paper food containers and sandwich wraps

Appendix D: Pre-Event Resource Recovery Stations
Resource Recovery Stations, or waste sorting stations, should be set up in strategic locations throughout the
event venue and include all options available to attendees (e.g. composting, recycling, return for washing, or
landfilling waste). It is important that every sorting station looks the same and is in the same order (from left to
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right) to avoid confusion. The same color bags (if applicable) and consistent signage should be used
throughout the venue.
Determine the number of resource recovery stations needed using the following formula 3:
# Attendees

<100

100-500 500-1000

1000-5000 5000-10,000

Recommended # of
Stations

1-3

3-5

8-12

5-8

12-15

Appendix E: Resource Recovery Station Communication
During the event, it is important to stress the proper placement of items in the appropriate containers. If one
item is misplaced, it can lead to the misplacement of all following items and eventual landfilling. Stage
announcements are opportunities to specifically point out items that should and should not be composted.
Provide attendees with final numbers of any donated meals at the end of the week.
Please note: it is important to relay that the majority of the food waste is created during food preparation. A
general announcement about the amount of food composted at each stage of the event may lead to
misconceptions about an abundance of wasted food when in reality, unavoidable items such as peels and
rinds make up most of the compostable weight.

Appendix F: Case Study of Zero Waste Efforts of the Sixth International Marine Debris Conference
(6IMDC)
The Sixth International Marine Debris Conference (6IMDC) was co-hosted by the NOAA Marine Debris
Program and United Nations Environment. The five-day conference took place at the Hilton Mission Bay in San
Diego, CA, USA from March 12 - 16, 2018. The event brought together more than 700 attendees from over 50
countries representing the marine debris community.
The 6IMDC Planning Team created a zero waste working group 18 months prior to the conference start date.
This working group was internally staffed with co-host organization members. Meetings increased from
monthly to weekly as the conference neared and included tasks such as correspondence with the Hilton
Mission Bay staff, researching the most environmentally-sustainable options for conference needs, determining
goals, and measuring success. The below sections highlight important lessons learned and takeaways from
the conference.
Determining Zero Waste Framework
Any reduction in the amount of waste landfilled is a step in the right direction. Therefore, the 6IMDC zero waste
goals were to:
●
●

3

Compost, recycle, and encourage the use of reusable items.
Significantly reduce the need for single-use items by ensuring reusable items were available to
conference participants, as well as limiting the use of single-use items behind the scenes.

https://sevengenerationsahead.org/images/work/zerowaste/SGA_ZW_Event_Planning_Guide_FINAL.pdf, page 10
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●
●

Raise awareness among conference participants and the venue staff regarding zero waste initiatives.
Inspire similar efforts at future conferences and meetings.

The following examples were specific email, website, and program communications used for the 6IMDC.
Initial Zero Waste Email to Attendees
● BRING REUSABLE ITEMS: Reduce the use of single-use items by bringing a personal water bottle and
travel mug. Be sure to bring a pen and notepad as these items will not be distributed at the conference.
● CONNECT WITH THE MOBILE APP: Take advantage of our mobile application before and throughout
the conference. This application will help reduce the number of programs printed, while still allowing
easy access to important schedule information. A very limited number of programs will be printed and
available for reference only at the registration table.
● COMPOST AND RECYCLE: Support our efforts to reduce waste by using the Resource Recovery
Stations around the venue to compost and recycle. Be sure to pay close attention to signs and ask
conference staff for help if you are unsure of where something belongs. Your careful attention is
especially important for composting!
● OPT OUT OF SERVICES: Opt out of daily hotel cleaning services using the cards provided in each
room. To refuse all services/replenishments use the Do Not Disturb sign. Coffee will be available in all
hotel rooms, but please note that it will be served downstairs every morning.
● As leaders in marine debris solutions, we must also lead in marine debris prevention by promoting
sustainable practices. Thank YOU for being a leader and contributing to the Conference’s zero waste
efforts!
6IMDC Signage at Venue
Venue signs included the following messages:
● Compost and recycle
○ Use the Resource Recovery Stations around the venue. Pay close attention to signs and ask
conference staff for help if you are unsure of where something belongs - you can find us by the
blue name tags!
● Opt for Reusable Items
○ Reduce the use of single-use items by using your personal water bottle and travel mug. Please
be sure to bring your 6IMDC steel cup to all special events and lunches!
● Connect with the Mobile App
○ This application will allow you to easily access important schedule information throughout the
conference.
● Name tags
○ Please return your reusable name tag to the registration desk upon departure. By doing so, we
can ensure that these tags will be reused at all future events.
● Hotel Rooms
○ Small soap containers are available in all hotel rooms due to prior hotel contracting agreements.
Please do your best to reduce your use this week!
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○
○

Opt out of daily hotel cleaning services using the cards provided in each room. To refuse all
services/replenishments use the Do Not Disturb sign.
Coffee is available in all hotel rooms for those extra early risers! However, please remember
that coffee will be served downstairs every morning.

Celebrating 6IMDC Zero Waste Success
Thank you for helping us successfully carry out our zero waste initiatives during the 6IMDC! These efforts were
no small feat for a conference of this size spanning several days. With your assistance and the Hilton San
Diego’s diligent work, we made progress towards our zero waste goals for the 6IMDC by:
● Limiting single-use items
● Composting food waste and donating excess food
● Recycling remaining materials
We limited single-use items by providing reusable cups, plates, utensils, and more. With help from Resource
Management Group, we composted over 6,900 pounds (3.13 metric tons) of food waste, marking the first-ever
large-scale composting effort at the Hilton San Diego. A portion of the compost material was dedicated as feed
for livestock. Additionally, 300 uneaten meals were donated to Chefs to End Hunger. Approximately 530
pounds (0.24 metric tons) of materials were recycled-- doubling the hotel’s weekly average. With all these
accomplishments, the Hilton San Diego halved its typical weekly landfilled waste and has been inspired by the
conference to conduct regular staff-led cleanups of Mission Bay, promote reusable items on-site, and highlight
waste reduction activities in future hotel promotions.
By the Numbers
Note: These numbers are based on 725 attendees. You can examine the specific zero waste initiatives and
how these numbers were derived in Appendix A: Zero Waste Totals and Calculations. We understand that
some of our zero waste results on the following page do not account for energy, water (e.g. opting out of room
services), and transportation (e.g. carpooling to the Gaslamp district) savings. However, for the purpose of this
report, the focus is solely on Zero Waste efforts from a marine debris standpoint. The 6IMDC Conference
Proceedings Appendix A: Zero Waste Totals and Calculations, Table A.1 includes details on the zero waste
calculations for items reduced over the course of the conference. Please visit the 6IMDC website to locate the
proceedings.
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Zero Waste By-the-Numbers
Note: These numbers are based on 725 attendees. You can examine the speciﬁc zero waste
initiatives and how these numbers were derived in Appendix A. We understand that some of our
zero waste results below do not account for energy, water (e.g. opting out of room services), and
transportation (e.g. carpooling to the Gaslamp District) savings. However, for the purpose of this
report, the focus is solely on zero waste eﬀorts from a marine debris standpoint.

Reduced

Recycled
Reused

74,008+

530 lbs/240 kg

single use bottles, cups,
straws, dishes, utensils,
papers, and more

2,358+

beverage bottles, paper
posters and signs, lunch
bag wrappers, and more

name tags, cotton lunch bags,
stainless steel cups, ﬁshing
nets/lobster traps, art gallery
construction materials

Rotted

Donated

6900 lbs/3130 kg

300+

food preparation waste
and attendeesʼ scraps

surplus meals to Chefs to
End Hunger

80,572+ items &
7,430 lbs/3.37 metric tons
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of waste was diverted from the landﬁll
Photo courtesy of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

