
 
 
 
  

 

Food Network: 
A Plan for Comprehensive Restaurant Sustainability 

Many resources are available for restaurant owners and managers seeking to “go 
green.” But restaurants are positioned at the center of a network of producers and 
consumers in such a way that affords them the opportunity to have beneficial social 
as well environmental impacts.  This paper will draw on sustainable tourism models to 
develop a holistic approach to sustainability as it applies to the restaurant industry.  
This is not meant to be a prescriptive how-to guide, but rather a framework that can 
be used  by restaurant managers and owners to evaluate the challenges and 
opportunities their own restaurants face, and to create a feasible plan of action to 
become forces for good in their communities. 
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Executive Summary 
 
Restaurants are positioned at the center 
of a network of producers and 
consumers in such a way that affords 
them the opportunity to have beneficial 
social as well environmental impacts.  
This white paper presents successful 
models from sustainable tourism in 
order to develop a comprehensive 
definition of sustainability that 
addresses social and economic as well 
as environmental considerations.  These 
models are then adapted to Strategic 
Sustainability Consulting’s methodology 
to develop a framework for 
sustainability that leverages the 
restaurants position at the center of a 
learning network.  A step-by-step plan is 
offered to guide restaurant owners and 
managers through the process of 
evaluating their processes, identifying 
weaknesses and opportunities to have a 
positive impact, prioritizing these goals 
according to their strategic business 

objectives, and identifying measurable 
targets.  

The Need for a Sustainability 
Strategy in the Restaurant 
Industry 
 
The need for managers to develop 
sustainability strategies for their 
businesses is becoming increasingly 
urgent.  Even as far back as 2000, a 
study published in the Academy of 
Management Journal, Pratima Bansal 
and Kendall Roth found compelling 
reasons companies develop 
environmental sustainability programs, 
including:  

 Reducing production costs by 
instituting more efficient processes 
and technologies;  

 Increasing revenue by creating 
perceived value among ecologically 
conscious consumers;  

 Reducing the risks of noncompliance 
with existing or impending 
legislation;  

Interior of Avec, in Chicago 
http://www.avecrestaurant.com 

 

 

Food Court at the American Museum 
of Natural History, New York 

http://www.amnh.org/museum/food/ 

http://www.avecrestaurant.com/
http://www.amnh.org/museum/food/
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 Reducing the risk of fallout from 
environmental accidents, in terms of 
both reparation costs of physical 
damage and negative public 
perception; and  

 Ecological values, of employees as 
well as of owners and management.   

 
Moreover, business leaders are eager to 
not only live up to rising sustainability 
expectations, but to set standards.  At 
the 2007 Global Compact Leaders’ 
Summit, E. Neville Isdell, the chairman 
and CEO of The Coca-Cola Company 
described businesses as having the 
resources and talents to become 
“agents of transformation,” to take the 
lead in creating a sustainable future.   
 
Among businesses with the leverage to 
become agents of transformation, 
restaurants stand out as a leading 
category.  Few restaurants operate with 
the kind of global reach and huge 
market share of the businesses to which 
Mr. Isdell’s comments were addressed.  
Yet large or small, fast food or fine 
dining, restaurant managers can benefit 
from taking note of the premium 
consumers place on the responsible 
production of their food.  A 2010 
exploratory study conducted by 
researchers from Ohio State University 
found that eight out of 10 restaurant 
patrons said they were willing to pay 
more to eat at “green” restaurants; 65 
percent of respondents said they would 
pay up to 10 percent more, and 20 
percent of respondents would pay even 
more of a premium.  At the same time, 
a study by market research firm Mintel 
(2010) found that while only 35 percent 
of American consumers were willing to 

pay more for environmentally friendly 
products across the board, only 21 
percent of buyers of responsibly 
produced food products either 
eliminated such purchases or switched 
to lower-cost green alternatives during 
the economic recession.  That is, people 
are quicker to pay more for responsibly 
produced food than for other categories 
of products.   
 
Taken together, this kind of evidence 
suggests that consumers are more 
concerned with the origins and 
treatment of their food over other 
categories of consumer goods.  
Restaurants exist as a nexus where food 
is sourced, processed, and consumed in 
a short span of time.  Restaurants are 
therefore positioned to have a ripple 
effect across the entire network of the 
commercial food industry.  Most 
literature on restaurant sustainability 
focuses on reducing the ecological 
impact of food production.  But 
restaurants have the leverage to have a 
much broader and deeper impact by 
making both environmental impacts and 
social responsibility guiding principles in 
the ways they interact within the entire 
network of food production and 
consumption.    

Recycled Napkins and Recycling Messaging 
http://www.mnn.com/money/green-

workplace/stories/eco-friendly-napkins  

http://www.mnn.com/money/green-workplace/stories/eco-friendly-napkins
http://www.mnn.com/money/green-workplace/stories/eco-friendly-napkins
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Sustainable Tourism as a Model 
for Restaurant Sustainability 
 
Sustainable tourism offer models on 
which restaurants can pattern a more 
comprehensive definition of 
sustainability.  The comparison is salient 
in several respects.  Restaurants are 
often an integral part of what a tourism-
driven economy offers its clientele; 
people travel to New York, Paris, and 
Rome for the architecture, the art, the 
entertainment—and the food.  So it is 
worthwhile to consider the part that 
restaurants play in a sustainable, 
tourism-based economy.   
 
Especially in developing countries, 
tourism is often a driver of economic 
growth; yet without appropriate 
planning, tourism has the potential to 
undermine sustainability objectives.  
Tourists may not have an understanding 
of, or a commitment to, sustainability 
issues in the communities they visit.  In 
some cases tourism attracts people who 
end up settling down in communities 
that do not have sufficient capacity for a 
rapidly increasing population.   

 

Tourism therefore necessitates 
sustainability planning under the threat 
of destruction to communities that are 
not ready for it.  But it also offers a 
positive impetus for sustainability 
initiatives:  Tourism can bring the 
expectations of savvy consumers to 
bear, so that business leaders in 
tourism-based communities find it 
profitable to live up to visitors’ high 
standards of responsibility.  Among the 
businesses that form a tourism-based 
economy, restaurants can be 
particularly visible for their 
sustainability efforts.  Again, consumers 
are especially concerned with the 
production practices their food 
undergoes.   
 
Sustainable tourism is also a relevant 
parallel because it requires all of the 
businesses within the community to 
work together to set expectations, 
standards, and limits for the means they 
use to attract and accommodate 
visitors.   
 
Minna Halme (2001) describes the 
network approach of sustainable 
tourism as an integrated effort between 
private and public sector actors for 
which the greatest mutual benefit is 
shared learning, “The tourism network 
is a mechanism for sharing best 
practices and for revealing the effects 
policies and practices have on all 
member of the network.”   
 
This is the biggest lesson for restaurants 
to take from sustainable tourism: how 
to use linkages in the supply chain to 
create a network for disseminating 
information and ideas.  This is both a  

Image courtesy of Izabal Geotourism Council 

http://www.solimarinternational.com/results/case-

studies/gulf-of-honduras.html 
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The Pursuit of Sustainable Development 

 
In “Learning for Sustainable Development in Tourism Networks,” Minna Halme 

argues that sustainable tourism requires a network approach, because the small 

businesses, local governing bodies, and community action groups do not have the 

resources to pursue sustainable development independently.  For example, Halme 

discusses the Citizen Forum, initiated in 1995 by the Town Council of Calvia in 

Majorca to deal with uncontrolled tourism growth starting in the 1960s.  The Forum 

brings together 150-160 members of hotel associations, trade unions, neighborhood 

associations, environmentalist groups, and other organizations who work together in 

six thematic areas: integration and quality of life, local ecology, cultural heritage, 

economy and tourism, town planning system, and key environmental sectors.  

Within its first five years, the Forum halted new building projects, reforested a 

natural park, installed a double water supply system and solar panels in new 

buildings, and made improvements in waste and water management systems.   

 

 

means and an end, since sustainability 
relies on stakeholder engagement to 
identify key issues, assets, and 
strategies; and the goal of social 
sustainability is to engage all 
stakeholders to take ownership in the 
community. 
 
Harold Richins’ analysis of sustainable 
tourism in Noosa, Australia (2009) offers 
a framework in which sustainability is 
approached from four different angles:  
 

1. The ecological angle focuses on 
the conservation of natural 
resources; 

 
 
 

2. The cultural perspective focuses 
on the enhancement of human 
assets within a community; 
 

3. The socio-community angle 
deals with the management of 
linkages within a community; 
and  
 

4. The economic perspective 
focuses on maintaining the 
processes that generate revenue 
to support the community. 
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Richins’ Framework in Practice  
 

Harold Richins describes Noosa, Australia as a “rich combination of both rural 

hinterland and natural park settings, small villages set along remote beach settings 

and a pristine estuarine river system…with restricted low level development, stylish 

eating and shopping experiences and substantial open spaces and parklands,” which 

has attracted large numbers of both tourists and residents.  To mitigate the impact 

of this influx, a Collaborative Tourism Board was established in 2001.  The Board 

began by evaluating Noosa’s strategic assets against a four-category framework.  

Economic assets are those that contribute to a strong tourism economy, a brand 

identity, and stable employment opportunities: For example, well-run, attractive 

hotels and interesting destinations such as vineyards and hiking trails are economic 

assets.  Socio-community assets are those that support the interaction between 

tourists and residents: An efficient transportation system or an effective means of 

communicating local legislation regarding noise, pollution, and land development 

can be considered socio-community assets.   Environmental assets are those that 

generate tourism and are to be protected and maintained: Noosa’s are the 

hinterland and estuarine system that Richins describes.  Cultural assets are those 

that contribute to a creative, distinctive atmosphere: Noosa’s would include its 

restricted development policy and the affluence and urbanity of its tourists and 

residents. 

It is important to recognize restaurants 
operate within tourism networks, but 
more importantly form the center of 
learning networks whether they serve 
tourists or locals.   
 
 
 

 

With this in mind, it is useful to apply 
Richins’ framework in order to create a 
comprehensive sustainability plan for 
restaurants. 
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Taking Stock of the Status Quo 
 
Creating a sustainability strategy 
requires first understanding the 
restaurant’s operations: All of the 
inputs, outputs, byproducts, and the 
nature of its operations.  Walking 
through the production process, from 
the sourcing of ingredients and hiring of 
labor to marketing to disposal of food 
scraps, allows a restaurant manager to 
identify all the opportunities that exist 
to pursue sustainability objectives. 
 
This list of questions to ask while 
walking through the restaurant 
production process is not meant to be 
exhaustive, but to give restaurant 
managers a sense of the potential depth 
and breadth of a sustainability strategy. 

Inputs: Raw Materials, Energy, 
People, Transportation 
 

 Where is the food coming from?  Do 
food purchases change seasonally? 

Or are they more constant, and if so, 
how does that affect from how far 
they come?  The transportation of 
food over long distances generates 
vehicle emissions, not to mention 
undermining the freshness of the 
food and increasing the chances of 
spoilage from being jostled or stored 
at the wrong temperature. 

 

 What kind of communities do 
employees live in? What kind of 
resources do 
farmers/fishers/vintners/brewers 
have access to?  Employees from 
resource-poor communities are 
likely to have a more limited skill set 
and may require more training and 
retraining.  Producers without 
access to resources may not be 
aware of best practices, or have the 
capital or know-how to implement 
them. 
 

 Where is the restaurant located? 
How is the building designed?  Does 
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it make use of natural light? 
Ventilation? Heating?   
 

 What kind of energy does the 
restaurant use?  How energy 
efficient are the appliances?  How 
much water does the restaurant 
use?  In cooking? In day-to-day?  
Where is water coming from?  
What’s the state of water in the 
restaurant’s area? 

 

 What else gets used in the running 
of the restaurant? Linens? Cleaning 
supplies? Print media?  Paperwork?  
Computers? All of these have their 
own production process, 
maintenance requirements, and 
end-of-life disposal requirements 
which must be considered in a 
thorough evaluation.  

 

 How do employees get to work? 
How does food get to the 
restaurant?  Again, if employees are 
driving in by themselves each day, 
they are generating vehicle 
emissions that might be avoidable 
through a carpooling scheme, public 
transportation, or walking.   

Outputs: Product Use and End of 
Life 
 

 This is easy, since the end of life of 
most of the restaurants’ products is 
taken care of in consumption; but 
what about what’s not?  Food that is 
simply thrown away is costly to the 
restaurant, but might also be a 
missed opportunity to strengthen 
ties to the local community through 
a food donation program.    

Extraneous Outputs: Waste 
 
How are the following waste outputs 
handled or considered? 
 
• Cleaning supply runoff 
• Retired or broken appliances 
• Broken glass 
• Crates, pallets, boxes 
• Signage, menus, other paperwork 
• Food scraps 
• Straws 

 Kitchen grease 

Operations: Governing Structure, 
Culture 
 
• How closely do front-of-house and 

back-of-house management work 
together?  That is, would it be 
desirable to implement a blanket 
sustainability policy, or should 
separate policies be articulated for 
each job function, with front-of-
house and back-of-house managers 
in charge of their respective 
domains? 
 

• How quickly does staff turnover?  
How much time is invested in 
training new staff? 
 

• How is the staff organized?  Are 
there divisions of labor between bar 
backs, bartenders, servers, bussers, 
runners, prep cooks, line cooks, and 
pastry chefs?  Again, this informs 
how much articulation of the 
strategy into individual tasks is 
required. 
 

• How close are ties with suppliers?  
Are purchases regular? Are they 
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growers, or are they distributors?  If 
purchases are regular, the 
restaurant will have more potential 
to influence the supplier’s 
operations.  If produce is bought 
from growers, there are fewer 
intermediaries through whom the 
responsibility of production 
practices must be verified. 
 

 Who are the restaurant’s clientele?  
Are they tourists? Locals?  What is 
their socioeconomic status? 
Educational background?  These 
factors can largely be determined by 
price point. 

 
Once an evaluation has been made of 
the restaurant’s internal production 
processes, managers can widen their 
gaze and evaluate the network the 
restaurant exists within and to which 
the sustainability strategy will apply: 
 
• Is it a standalone establishment, or 

part of a chain?  If the restaurant is 
independent, the manager is likely 
to have more scope to determine 
strategy and design policy.  The 
manager of a chain restaurant is 
more subject to the direction of the 
corporate executives.  A chain 
restaurant implementing a 
sustainability initiative may have 
certain parameters set for it by 
executives.   
 

• Is there legislation in place that 
affects how the restaurant 
operates? For example, waste 
management systems will 
determine how often garbage is 
collected and how recyclables 

should be sorted.  Especially in 
developed countries, what kind of 
meat, seafood, produce, and dairy a 
restaurant can serve is heavily 
regulated.  
 

 What are the expectations of the 
local community?  This includes 
clientele but also non-patrons who 
use the same water sources, energy 
grid, waste management system, 
and food prices.  This will inform 
how easy or hard it will be to engage 
the community in sustainability 
initiatives such as a voluntary 
recycling program, or how much of a 
premium the restaurant can charge 
for responsibly produced food. 

 
As part of the learning network 
approach advocated by Halme, 
restaurant managers should use the 
initial stocktaking as an opportunity not 
only to gather quantitative data about 
inputs, outputs, sales, and expenses – 
but also to identify and engage 
stakeholders.  As part of the initial 
process mapping, employee surveys and 
interviews can be a useful source of 
quantitative information: Employees 
can give ground-level numbers about 
commute times, the number of glass 
containers that get broken and thrown 
out rather than recycled each day, and 
how often customers are poured glasses 
of water that they do not drink.  But 
employee surveys also deliver more 
qualitative data:  On one hand, 
questions about staff members’ feelings 
about sustainability programs reveal 
those who are likeliest to take the lead 
in a sustainability strategy and those 
who are more likely to need incentives 
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or training in order to participate.  For 
example, a survey might ask employees 
to rank their interest in participating in a 
sorted recycling program as great, 
moderate, or little, and then ask them 
to identify what their hesitations might 
be and what kind of training or other 
resources they might need in order to 
participate.   
 
On the other hand, employee surveys 
are the first step toward expanding the 
parameters of a sustainability strategy 
beyond reduction of the restaurant’s 
environmental impact.  By asking 
employees to participate in strategizing, 
managers invite them to take ownership 
of the business and become part of the 
restaurant’s learning network; that is, to 
become not just employees but 
stakeholders.  In conducting the process 

map exercise, managers should look for 
the largest possible net of stakeholders: 
This is what gives the restaurants 
particular leverage in the learning 
network:  Stakeholders stretch from 
production to consumption with very 
little turnaround time—what is grown 
yesterday should be eaten tomorrow.  A 
restaurant sits in the middle of a web of 
farmers, fishers, vintners, brewers, 
waiters, busboys, delivery trucks, cooks, 
diners, and local community members 
that share resources and space.  By 
understanding how the restaurant’s 
production processes affect all of these 
stakeholders, managers can identify 
how sustainability strategies undertaken 
in the middle of the network can have 
effects that ripple outward to the whole 
network. 
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“Typically, a restaurant spends 35 

percent of its energy dollar on cooking, 

28 percent on heating and cooling, 18 

percent for dishwashing, 13 percent on 

lighting and 6 percent on 

refrigeration.”  

http://conserve.restaurant.org/issues/e

nergy-efficiency_detail.cfm 

 

Creating a Vision of Success 
 
The process mapping exercise should 
reveal to restaurant managers the weak 
spots in their strategy from a 
sustainability perspective.  For example, 
following the production process from 
beginning to end may reveal that while 
the milk the restaurant buys is 
hormone-free and the cattle are grazed 
in open air, the cardboard cartons are 
not being recycled once they are empty.  
Or the management may discover that 
while they have installed high-efficiency 
light bulbs in the dining room, the 
cleaning staff are leaving the lights on at 
the end of the night.  It should also 
become apparent that many of the 
weak points in the sustainability 
strategy are weaknesses from a 
business perspective as well.  For 
example, electricity and water bills 
might be higher than they need to be.  
Food purchases might be more 
expensive or frequent than necessary 
because of wasteful kitchen practices.   
 
Identifying a laundry list of weaknesses 
is helpful for gaining perspective from 

the starting line of a strategy; but a 
strategy needs direction.  The next step 
involves defining what will constitute 
success for the restaurant.  The 
objective here is to align sustainability 
goals with business goals.  First, what 
would business success look like?  Does 
the restaurant need to cut costs in order 
to increase margins?  Create a working 
environment with low turnover and 
high skill?  Become a “brand” in order to 
attract a loyal clientele and increase 
revenue?  Then begin asking what the 
most compelling reasons for the 
restaurant to develop a sustainability 
strategy are.  To stay ahead of pending 
legislation?  To satisfy a clientele that 
values corporate responsibility?  To live 
up to the personal ethics of the staff, 
the managers, or the owners?  The 
alignment of business goals with 
motivations driving a sustainability 
strategy will help pinpoint and prioritize 
the sustainability measures relevant to a 
given restaurant.   
 
Creating a vision of success should 
suggest not only what kinds of 
measures need to be taken, but also 
how deeply the restaurant should be 
committed to sustainability goals.  For 
example, if success for a particular 
restaurant means staying ahead of 
legislation mandating recycling, then 
the strategy would include monitoring 
of recyclable materials, training and 
engagement of any staff dealing with 
recyclable waste, and perhaps 
partnership with other businesses in the 
area to reduce costs.  If on the other 
hand success for a restaurant means 
becoming a sustainable “brand” or a 
leader in the industry, the sustainability 

http://conserve.restaurant.org/issues/energy-efficiency_detail.cfm
http://conserve.restaurant.org/issues/energy-efficiency_detail.cfm
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strategy should include a marketing 
campaign and full exploitation of the 
restaurant’s position in the middle of 
the production network mapped above. 

Setting Goals 
 
In order to identify and prioritize 
sustainability goals, it is helpful to think 
of three phases of sustainability: 
introductory, intermediate, and 
advanced.  Thinking of a restaurant as 
being in a particular phase leaves the 
door open for progression to the next 
phase.  Using Richins’ framework, 
restaurant managers can develop goals 
that exploit the potential of the 
restaurant’s position in the network in 
each phase.     
 
This white paper includes worksheets in 
the appendix that can be used to guide 
you through three essential “goal-
setting” phases:  
 
1. The Introductory Phase, where 

restaurant managers can identify 
the actions needed to reduce the 
restaurant’s waste, engage staff, 
and use local resources. 
 

2. The Intermediate Sustainability 
Phase, where managers can 
refurbish and redesign their 
restaurants for greater efficiency.  
They can also cultivate relationships 
with the suppliers in their network. 
 

3. The Advanced Sustainability Phase, 
where a restaurant can leverage its 
position at the center of a network 
of producers and consumers to 

disseminate information and ideas.  
This is where the four aspects of 
Richins’ framework merge: 
Ecologically, culturally, and socio-
communally driven practices build 
on each other, and feed into (and 
are fed by) economic success. 

 
These worksheets list a variety of 
possible options.  Again, this is not 
meant to be an exhaustive list of actions 
that might be appropriate in each 
phase, since propriety will be 
determined both by circumstance and 
by the restaurant’s strategic objectives; 
rather it is intended to give managers a 
sense of what actions might be fitting at 
each phase. 

 
Once the restaurant manager decides 
which phase of sustainability the vision 
for success falls into, certain objectives 
can be picked out as more important 
than others.  Specific targets and 
deadlines should be attached to each 
goal.  Having timelines and, where 
appropriate, deadlines for such targets 
is helpful because it evidences 
management’s commitment and creates 
a sense of urgency.  For example, a 

Image courtesy of Izabal Geotourism Council 
http://www.solimarinternational.com/results/case-

studies/gulf-of-honduras.html 

 

http://www.solimarinternational.com/results/case-studies/gulf-of-honduras.html
http://www.solimarinternational.com/results/case-studies/gulf-of-honduras.html
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manager might decide that the 
overriding strategic objective is to 
increase margins in a casual restaurant, 
and that the most compelling 
motivation for developing a 
sustainability strategy is to reduce costs.  
The process mapping exercise might 
reveal that water costs are particularly 
high because of outdated fixtures and 
because of poor practices on the part of 
front-of-house and back-of-house staff 
alike.  Appropriate targets would be to 
reduce water costs by a given 
percentage by installation of water 
aerators and connectionless steamers 
and by a further percentage within a 
certain time frame by training the 
dishwasher to allow pots to soak before 
washing and the servers to offer water 
to patrons rather than pour glasses 
automatically.   
 
On the other hand, a manager might 
decide that the main business objective 
is to attract a savvy clientele willing to 
pay a premium for a sustainable dining 
experience they can feel good about.  
The compelling reason to adopt a 
sustainability strategy is to satisfy this 
clientele.  The process mapping exercise 
may reveal that the restaurant has an 
excellent sustainability policy in place 
but execution of existing plans is poor, 
and that the clientele is largely unaware 
of the restaurant’s efforts.  The 
manager may set a target of increasing 
compliance with the recycling policy by 
a certain percentage by creating a cross-
functional team with members of front-
of-house and back-of-house staff to 
oversee other employees of their 
function.  The manager could also work 
with the chefs to create a series of 

cooking seminar for guests, who will 
meet representatives from the farms 
from which the restaurant sources its 
food.  All of these efforts would need a 
clear communication strategy both 
internally to staff, in case patrons have 
questions and for training efforts, and 
externally to increase awareness of 
efforts underway and goals achieved. 
 
  



15   
 

 
 
  

www.sustainabilityconsulting.com 
Copyright © 2012, Strategic Sustainability Consulting. All rights reserved.  

 

 

Case Study: Izabal 

Since 2001, the Gulf of Honduras 

watershed has experienced a fivefold 

increase in the number of cruise ships 

putting into port.  To manage the 

impact of the tourists, and the real 

estate development spurred by 

tourism, the USAID Conservation of 

Central American Watersheds program 

helped establish the Izabal Geotourism 

Alliance.  Under this aegis, local 

businesses were trained in marketing 

their products to tourists and 

communicating to them the importance 

of conservation in the region; 38 tour 

operators were trained in Global 

Sustainable Tourism criteria; and 

members committed to establishing an 

Izabal Conservation Fund, made up of 

donations and proceeds from tourists, 

to further continued conservation 

efforts.  

 

http://www.solimarinternational.com/r

esults/case-studies/gulf-of-

honduras.html 

 

 

Case Study: A 

Thousand Gardens 

The Slow Food Foundation for 

Biodiversity and TerraMadre, a non-

profit organization, have partnered in 

the Thousand Gardens project to work 

for food security in Africa by providing 

not only the start-up material for a 

garden, but also training.  Of the 900 

euro estimated as the cost of starting 

one garden, only 250 pay for the cost 

of seeds, seedlings, watering cans, 

rakes, hoes, and shovels.  The rest 

goes to activities such as training 

farmers on-site, printing educational 

material, facilitating training 

exchanges within countries or in 

neighboring countries, and funding 

scholarships for young people at the 

University of Gastronomic Sciences in 

northern Italy. 

 

http://www.slowfoodfoundation.com

/pagine/eng/orti/pagina.lasso?-

id_pg=31 

 

 

http://www.solimarinternational.com/results/case-studies/gulf-of-honduras.html
http://www.solimarinternational.com/results/case-studies/gulf-of-honduras.html
http://www.solimarinternational.com/results/case-studies/gulf-of-honduras.html
http://www.slowfoodfoundation.com/pagine/eng/orti/pagina.lasso?-id_pg=31
http://www.slowfoodfoundation.com/pagine/eng/orti/pagina.lasso?-id_pg=31
http://www.slowfoodfoundation.com/pagine/eng/orti/pagina.lasso?-id_pg=31
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Case Study: Chipotle’s 

Training Program 

Many of Chipotle’s employees are 

immigrants from Spanish-speaking 

countries.  The company has a team 

dedicated to improving 

communication between team 

members from different linguistic 

backgrounds, and provides 

continuing English language classes 

for its employees.  The Alameda, CA 

restaurant also works with the 

International Rescue Committee to 

find work for refugees and provide 

them with job training and English 

classes as well as an income. 

 

http://chipotle.com/en-

US/fwi/people/people.aspx 

 

 

 

Case Study: Farm 

Biodiesel 

In the Northeast of the United 

States, Sustainable Agriculture 

Research and Education (SARE) funds 

a workshop series that shows 

farmers how to set up and operate 

small-scale biodiesel operations.  

Participating farmers are also trained 

to be “regional ambassadors for 

biofuel,” to help their neighbors set 

up their own biodiesel operations.  

Between 2006 and 2009, 

participating farms produced about 

$44,000 worth of biodiesel, and 

developed the capacity to produce 

on average 1,700 gallons per farm, 

per week.   

 

http://www.sare.org/Learning-

Center/From-the-Field/Northeast-

SARE-From-the-Field/On-Farm-

Biodiesel-101 

 

 

 

http://chipotle.com/en-US/fwi/people/people.aspx
http://chipotle.com/en-US/fwi/people/people.aspx
http://www.sare.org/Learning-Center/From-the-Field/Northeast-SARE-From-the-Field/On-Farm-Biodiesel-101
http://www.sare.org/Learning-Center/From-the-Field/Northeast-SARE-From-the-Field/On-Farm-Biodiesel-101
http://www.sare.org/Learning-Center/From-the-Field/Northeast-SARE-From-the-Field/On-Farm-Biodiesel-101
http://www.sare.org/Learning-Center/From-the-Field/Northeast-SARE-From-the-Field/On-Farm-Biodiesel-101
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Final Thoughts 
 
By creating for their businesses certain 
standards of social as well as ecological 
sustainability, restaurant managers have 
the opportunity to help other 
businesses, and other stakeholders in 
the restaurant’s network, to live up to 
higher standards as well.  Doing so will 
empower the entire network by 
engaging members in the process of 
establishing a vision for a sustainable 
community.  As the consumers demand 
for more responsible business in 
general, and more responsibly produced 
food in particular, continues to rise, the 
learning networks of which restaurants 
form the nexus will mutually reinforce 
value-adding sustainability practices for 
all stakeholders. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

Appendix 

Three Phases of Sustainability Applied: Worksheet Practice  

Introductory Phase 
 
In the introductory phase, restaurant managers can identify the actions needed to 
reduce the restaurant’s waste, engage staff, and use local resources. 
 
The following pages list a variety of possible options.  Again, this is not meant to be an 
exhaustive list of actions that might be appropriate in each phase, since propriety will be 
determined both by circumstance and by the restaurant’s strategic objectives; rather it 
is intended to give managers a sense of what actions might be fitting at each phase. 
 
Ecological Sustainability1 
 

 Wait for guests to request water rather than serving automatically. 
 

 Reduce sink and tap use by thawing foods in the refrigerator and by allowing pots 
and pans to soak rather than scrubbing under running water. 
 

 Test and repair leaks.  A faucet leaking just a tenth of a gallon of water a minute 
wastes 50,000 gallons or more of water a year, says the Environmental Protection 
Agency. The National Restaurant Association recommends checking for leaky toilets 
by putting food coloring in the tank and waiting 20 minutes, at which point colored 
water in the toilet bowl suggests a leak. 
 

 Use hot of water only as necessary.  According to the National Restaurant 
Association, water in a dishwashing machine should be at a temperature determined 
by the manufacturer; 110-degree water will satisfy most health and safety codes. 
 

 Fully load dishwashers before running them, and make sure they are turned off 
when not in use. 
 

 Use the appropriate wash cycle, and wait till loads are full. 
 

                                                        
1 Adapted from the National Restaurant Association, “Understanding the Issues,” 2011. 
http://conserve.restaurant.org/issues/index.cfm  

http://conserve.restaurant.org/issues/index.cfm
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 Use a broom rather than a hose to clean front walks and parking lots.   
 

 Turn off lights in closets, storerooms, restrooms, offices, and dining areas when not 
in use.  
 

 Power down idle equipment.  The National Restaurant Association reports that 
powering down one computer every night and on weekends can save up to $80 a 
year. The same care should be taken with point-of-service equipment, kitchen 
appliances, and other electrical equipment. 
 

 Reduce idle time and preheating time by implementing a set startup and shutdown 
schedule for the broiler, fryer, and range. 
 

 Set up bins for recycling with visible, concise labeling and signage.  Use clear 
containers so that staff can see if something goes into the wrong bin. 
 

 Learn the local recycling process, including special processes for things like kitchen 
grease and batteries. 
 

 The Food Service Technology Center (2010) recommends regular inspection of water 
heaters to ensure that the temperature pressure relief valve has not worn out, 
allowing a leak to spring, and to ensure that the tank has not become rusty and 
worn-out.  A few gallons should be drained regularly to prevent the buildup of 
sediment, to prolong the life of the heater. 

 
Cultural Sustainability 
 

 Create teams for specific undertakings: Rather than allowing front-of-house and 
back-of-house staff to be divided along those lines.  For example, create a cross 
functional “task force” for recycling. 
 

 Train employees in conservation measures using either of the following approaches: 
 
o Generalist Training:  All employees are exposed to conservation issues and 

methods; this allows them to adapt the training to the circumstances of their 
positions, independently, or in teams.  For example, if bartenders operate as a 
separate team from servers, they may produce their own measures for 
conserving water behind the bar, such as not pouring water until requested, 
while the dishwashing staff might institute a policy of not washing a load until it 
is full. 
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o Position-Specific Training: Each team is given thorough training in tasks specific 
to their position; for example, the front-of-house staff may be given a list of 
tasks to incorporate into their closing side work, so that the servers are 
responsible for shutting down point-of-service computers while the bus staff is 
responsible for turning off lights and making sure faucets are fully closed. 
 

 Make results visible to employees, and explicitly tie them to business results: Post 
the costs saved through a water-saving initiative, for example, and mark successes 
with praise and celebration. 

 
Socio-Community Sustainability 
 

 Buy produce from local farms. 
 

 The National Restaurant Association suggests creating a recycling co-op to recycle 
large amounts of materials from recyclers who pay for uncontaminated aluminum, 
glass, and paper.  This can be done by partnering with other businesses within the 
community, or with other restaurants within the same company and geographic 
area. 
 

 Make customers aware of the restaurant’s efforts:  Include information about the 
farms from which produce is sourced in the menu, explain policies such as not 
pouring water automatically, and ask customers to participate in recycling programs 
where appropriate. 

 
Economic Sustainability 
 

 Adopt those energy-saving measures that are most likely to reduce the restaurant's 
operating costs. 
 

 Use local produce in dishes that are likely to be favored by customers, both to 
increase the likelihood of a repeat visit and to generate patronage for the producer. 
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Intermediate Sustainability Phase 
 
In the second phase of sustainability, managers can refurbish and redesign their 
restaurants for greater efficiency.  They can also cultivate relationships with the 
suppliers in their network. 
 
Ecological Sustainability2 
 

 Add water-efficient aerators in kitchen and restroom sinks. 
 

 Install ultra-low-flow toilets and waterless urinals; or adjust the flush valves or install 
dams. 
 

 Install on-demand water heaters rather than automatic ones. 
 

 Rather than renting linens from an outside supplier, install high-efficiency washers 
and dryers in house. 
 

 Replace steam cookers with more efficient connectionless steamers.  According to 
the National Restaurant association, “EPA tests show that certain energy-efficient 
steam cookers are as much as 90 percent more water efficient than traditional 
models.” 
 

 Control water use of Chinese ranges, which can use more than five gallons of water 
a minute in the burner walls to cool the deck. 
 

 Use an air-cooled ice machine, which can use up to 100,000 fewer gallons of water a 
year for a 500-pound ice machine according to the Food Service Technology Center. 
 

 An Energy Star rated dishwasher can san save up to half the water used by non-
rated machines.  Other points of concern in the dishwashing system include the 
“rinse pressure gauge, rinse nozzles, gaskets, manual or automated solenoid valves, 
rinse bypass slats, and wash tank and booster heater temperature set points.” 
(Water Conservation Measures, 2010) 
 

 If reconstruction is a possibility, or a necessity, consider recycled wood flooring and 
cabinets and repurposed structural steel. 
 

 Make use of insulation, caulking, natural light, double-ventilated windows, and 
blinds to minimize the need for heating and cooling systems. 

                                                        
2 Adapted from http://conserve.restaurant.org/issues/index.cfm 

http://conserve.restaurant.org/issues/index.cfm
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 According to the National Restaurant Association (2011),  “Putting on a reflective 
roof can lower roof temperatures by up to 100 degrees and in some cases qualify 
[the restaurant] for tax credits.” 
 

 Use heating and cooling systems of an appropriate size for the space.  
 

 Consider energy sources like solar panels and photovoltaic fuel cells, which often 
come with tax incentives. 
 

 Plant native species of decorative plants to make water-use more efficient.  Plant 
kitchen herbs and vegetables on rooftops in order to absorb heat. 

 
Cultural Sustainability 
 

 Network with other businesses in the community, as well governing bodies and non-
governmental organizations where appropriate, to create a sustainability council 
modeled on sustainable tourism councils; according to the National Geographic 
Society's Center for Sustainable Destinations (Forming a Geotourism Stewardship 
Council, 2010): "A Geotourism Stewardship Council is formed with an eye to 
ensuring its collaborative leadership role in the community. The council serves to 
stimulate residents and visitors to contribute to the sustainability of the area…They 
are united by their desire to enhance and sustain the natural and cultural attributes 
of their place, so to benefit the local community." 

 
Socio-Community Sustainability 
 

 Using the seasonality of local produce to influence menus, rather than committing 
to a standard, year-round menu, will provide a more constant stream of revenue to 
local farmers.  For example, Chipotle is committed to local sourcing where possible, 
but because the restaurants all produce the same food regardless of geography or 
season, this is not always possible.   

 
Economic Sustainability 
 

 Conduct a long-term cost-benefit analysis of each updated technology to determine 
whether the initial outlay will deliver returns.  A useful tool can be found at 
http://www.fishnick.com/saveenergy/tools/calculators/eovencalc.php. 

 

  

http://www.fishnick.com/saveenergy/tools/calculators/eovencalc.php
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Advanced Sustainability Phase 
 
In the most advanced phase of a sustainability strategy a restaurant can leverage its 
position at the center of a network of producers and consumers to disseminate 
information and ideas.  This is where the four aspects of Richins’ framework merge: 
Ecologically, culturally, and socio-communally driven practices build on each other, and 
feed into (and are fed by) economic success.   
 
In the Advanced Sustainability phase, restaurants might: 
 

 Commit to purchasing produce from local producers on the basis of long-term 
relationships, providing farmers with a reliable source of income, but also ensuring 
that the restaurant has a supply of produce that is reliable and will most likely be of 
high quality. 
 

 Support production in other ways, such as disseminating information about 
sustainable agriculture practices or creating forums and training sessions for 
producers to share best practices. 
 

 Create training programs for staff.   Hire from the local community and invest in 
teaching staff to speak and read the local language or tourist-appropriate languages.  
You may even want to involve select staff to help manage financial accounts so they 
can see profits and returns from training efforts.  This will result in lower staff 
turnover and therefore fewer training costs in the long term. 
 

 Training programs can also be offered to other stakeholders.  Create workshops for 
efficient agriculture practices for farmers; low-cost fuel procurement and biodiesel 
production for suppliers and providers of transportation; and educational workshops 
for diners.  This will result in higher quality inputs for the restaurant, as well as more 
reliable relationships with suppliers. 
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