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Sustainable Living Series Overview

There are many areas of our lives to examine which each have their own opportunities 
for upgrading to more sustainable options. We will discuss these in different sessions to 
not get overwhelmed. 

• Today - Packing Lunches
• Nov 19 - Zero Waste Kitchen
• Jan 14 - On the Go
• Feb 11 - Laundry and Bathroom

For each series, think: What one change can I make for the next month? That’s it – just 
choose one from our discussion.



What is Sustainable Living?

What does “sustainable” or “zero waste living” mean? 
• It means to send less (or nothing) to the landfill. Use zero waste as the goal but be 

gentle on ourselves that minimizing waste is the realistic short term goal.
• We can create less garbage by choosing reusable products that have a full lifecycle 

plan (i.e. reusable or compostable) instead of single-use items that we temporarily 
use and then throw away.

• There are lots of options to swap current habits or products to more eco-friendly 
and less waste producing options.

NOTE: “It’s only a straw”, 
said 8 billion people. 
While you may doubt your 
own impact, know that you 
influence those around you.



Why change your habits to be more 
sustainable?

What’s your motivation?



Why minimize our waste?

• Climate change
• Extreme weather patterns (heat, flood)
• Rising sea levels due to increasing temperatures
• Wildlife habitat impact

• Help the environment by:
• Reduce waste going to landfill, decrease needs for future landfills
• Conserve resources & save energy used to make new materials (cans, plastic 

bags, paper products)
• Lower greenhouse gasses emitted from manufacturing new products

• Financial savings 
• $15 for a giant pack of Bounty paper towels (12 rolls) vs $15 on “unpaper 

towel”

• A safer future for generations to come
• Food supply shortages and increase in diseases spreading

https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/our-planet-is-warming-here-s-what-s-at-stake-if-we-don-t-act-now
https://www.solo.com.au/latest-news/why-its-so-important-to-reduce-waste/

https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/our-planet-is-warming-here-s-what-s-at-stake-if-we-don-t-act-now
https://www.solo.com.au/latest-news/why-its-so-important-to-reduce-waste/


Recycling will not save us

Many people believe recycling is the answer to helping the environment but we can do 
even more before items get to the point of recycling. The old 3 R’s of “Reduce, Reuse, 
and Recycle” have expanded. 

What does refusing 
look like? 
• Refuse “to go” boxes 

when eating out – bring 
your own containers.

Preparation is key!



Notes on Plastic

Some solutions to move from single-use items to reusable items are plastic. While this 
is a step in the right direction from an eco-friendly perspective since you would likely 
reuse a plastic item many times vs one time, there are some considerations about 
plastic:

• Environmental concerns:
• “Plastics have surprisingly carbon-intense life cycles. The overwhelming 

majority of plastic resins come from petroleum, which requires extraction and 
distillation…All of these processes emit greenhouse gases, either directly or via 
the energy required to accomplish them. And the carbon footprint of plastics 
continues even after we've disposed of them. Dumping, incinerating, recycling 
and composting (for certain plastics) all release carbon dioxide.”1

• Less than a 1/3 of eligible plastics are recycled. (National Geographic found only 
9% of eligible plastics worldwide are recycled.2)
• It takes 450 years for a plastic bottle to decompose.3

• During beach cleanup this past weekend with Summit Recycling Advisory 
Committee, we found 276 pieces of plastic and 39 plastic caps/lids.

1: https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/04/190415144004.htm
2: https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2017/07/plastic-produced-recycling-waste-ocean-trash-debris-environment/#close
3: https://www.thebalancesmb.com/how-long-does-it-take-garbage-to-decompose-2878033

https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/youre-literally-eating-microplastics-how-you-can-cut-down-exposure-to-them/2019/10/04/22ebdfb6-e17a-11e9-8dc8-498eabc129a0_story.html
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/04/190415144004.htm
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2017/07/plastic-produced-recycling-waste-ocean-trash-debris-environment/#close
https://www.thebalancesmb.com/how-long-does-it-take-garbage-to-decompose-2878033


Note on Plastic – Health Concerns
• American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) recommends not heating food in plastics and 

avoiding plastics where possible because plastics leach bisphenol and phalates
which are hormone disruptors. 1

• New studies are finding microplastics in human and animal bodies (humans 
ingesting a credit card worth of plastics each week).1

• “These chemicals have been linked to a variety of health problems, including 
reproductive harm and obesity, plus issues such as organ problems and 
developmental delays in children.”

• “The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that chemical-management 
policy in the US be substantially revised to better protect children and pregnant 
women…Children are not little adults. Children have unique physiologic, 
developmental, and behavioral differences that influence their environmental 
exposures. Because children are smaller than adults, their surface area-to-body mass 
ratio is greater. Children eat more food and drink more water per unit of body 
weight than do adults…Neurologic and endocrine systems have demonstrated 
particular sensitivity to environmental toxicants at certain stages of growth.”2

1: https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/youre-literally-eating-microplastics-how-you-can-cut-down-exposure-to-
them/2019/10/04/22ebdfb6-e17a-11e9-8dc8-498eabc129a0_story.html
2: https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2011/04/25/peds.2011-0523

https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/youre-literally-eating-microplastics-how-you-can-cut-down-exposure-to-them/2019/10/04/22ebdfb6-e17a-11e9-8dc8-498eabc129a0_story.html
https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2011/04/25/peds.2011-0523


Sustainable Living – Packing Lunches

What are you already doing today to minimize waste 
when you pack lunches (kids, adults, or families)?



PACKING LUNCHES

There are several different ways to minimize waste when packing lunches, whether its 
for kids, adults, or the whole family:

1. Meal planning and prep
2. Lunch bags
3. Containers
4. Utensils and napkins
5. Drinks

NOTE: The average US child 
will generate up to 67 
pounds of waste each school 
year from their lunch. 1

1:www.wastefreelunches.org

https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/youre-literally-eating-microplastics-how-you-can-cut-down-exposure-to-them/2019/10/04/22ebdfb6-e17a-11e9-8dc8-498eabc129a0_story.html


1. Meal Planning and Prep
• Make a plan for the week and buy groceries for these meals.

• Have kids help make the meal plan and discuss healthy options.
• Choose “naked” and homemade food which is healthier than processed and 

packaged food.

NOTE: Sending food in 
reusable containers 
means the containers 
come home – monitor if 
there is consistently 
leftovers so you can 
reduce portions if 
needed to
minimize waste.

1:https://www.scratchtobasics.com/meal-planning-templates/

https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/youre-literally-eating-microplastics-how-you-can-cut-down-exposure-to-them/2019/10/04/22ebdfb6-e17a-11e9-8dc8-498eabc129a0_story.html
https://www.scratchtobasics.com/meal-planning-templates/


2. Lunch bags

Reusable bags for adults, kids, or family outings

Single Use Plastic or Paper Reusable



3. Containers

Single Use Plastic or Paper Reusable



3. Containers - Reusable

Stainless steel bento box/lunch box 
(Lunch Bots, Planetbox, EcoLunchBox)

Mason jar Thermos (Klean
Kanteen)

Thank you to parents from Summit Parent 
Group on Facebook that shared their 
feedback on product recommendations!



3. Containers - Reusable

Stainless steel snack containers 
(Lunch Bots, EcoLunchBox, ToGo)

Stasher Bag silicone bags

Beeswax Wrap (Bee’s Wrap)



3. Containers - Lunch Ideas



4. Utensils and Napkins

Utensils

Plastic single 
use

Silverware from 
home, or bamboo 
set

Napkins

Paper napkins Cotton/linen napkins 
(helpful to have different 
sizes – cocktail napkin size 
good for kids)



5. Drinks

Single Use Reusable

NOTE: Green Schools team is working 
to assess if there are water refilling 
stations around schools. Share any 
concerns or recommendations to 
better support this option.



Packing Lunches - Tips

• Buy food in bulk quantities to fill containers rather than buying single serve bags. 
• Buy food from local Farmer’s Markets for fresh food with minimal packaging.
• When on road trips or going on a day trip, pack a picnic lunch for the whole family. 

You will ensure you have healthy options, save money, and save the environment.

Unplanned lunch between activities
Pre-planned lunch/snacks



Product Recommendation Steps

1. Repurpose what you already have – use glass jars from jelly or salsa

2. Reuse by looking for secondhand items
• Thrift stores such as Goodwill or Unique
• Neighborhood/town social media groups
• Freecycle events (like Summit’s at Transfer Station)

3. If the first two steps don’t work, finally buy new (look for discounts from various 
websites, ex. Container Store offers 30% off coupon)

NOTE: Wastefreelunches.org 
estimates a savings of $250 
per student per year by going 
zero waste.



Investment -> Savings

Needs:
• 3 daily school lunches, 5x a 

week = 15 meals/week
• 1 daily office lunch – 5x week 

= 5 meals/week
• Weekend picnics and lunches on 

the go for 5 people = 5 
meals/week

• Travel foods/road trip snacks x5

Saves us from using and tossing:
• plastic sandwich bags, upwards of 

20/week
• plastic bags for cut vegetables or cookies 

(or both), easily 20/week
• juice boxes, estimated 15/week
• yogurt cups/tubes – 10/week
• plastic water bottles – 25/week
• plastic utensils
• and so much more disposable plastic 

garbage.

https://simplebites.net/tried-n-true-gear-for-the-zero-waste-lunchbox/#more-41844

Blogger Aimee from Simple Bites shares her savings:

Gear on the next slide gets them through upwards of 25 meals per week, with extra 
use for road trips and weekend excursions. That’s over a thousand meals throughout a 
40-week school year.

https://simplebites.net/tried-n-true-gear-for-the-zero-waste-lunchbox/#more-41844


Investment -> Savings

https://simplebites.net/tried-n-true-gear-for-the-zero-waste-lunchbox/#more-41844

https://simplebites.net/tried-n-true-gear-for-the-zero-waste-lunchbox/#more-41844


Packing Lunch

What one thing will you try changing during the next month?

❑ Meal planning – plan out meals 
for the week and shop 
accordingly

❑ Meal planning – involve kids 
and discuss healthy options

❑ Meal planning – prep food
❑ Lunch bags – switch to a 

reusable option
❑ Containers – switch from 

plastic bags to a reusable 
option (metal container, 
Stasher bag, beeswax wrap)

❑ Containers – find a reusable 
bento box/large mason jar

❑ Utensils – pack reusable metal 
or bamboo

❑ Napkins – switch to cloth 
napkins

❑ Drinks – switch to a reusable 
bottle

❑ Monitor food waste to adjust 
portions

❑ Bring a picnic lunch on the next 
road trip or day trip

❑ Other

Once you’ve mastered one of these, try another! Discuss with your kids and get the 
whole family involved in being eco-friendly.



Final Thoughts

What’s your “why”?
What support structures will help you? 

Remind yourself of the “why” at as you’re trying to make changes. 
Habits are hard to change, but focusing on the reason will help.



Contact Information
Need more support? Join me on a 
conference call on Tuesday 11/12 to 
see if anyone has questions and 
wants to discuss issues they are 
running into. Share your email 
address and I will send you the call 
information.

Email: jenmilnes@gmail.com
Instagram: jen.milnes
Website: www.jenmilnes.com
(coming soon!)

Want to join Green Summit or get 
involved with your Green School 
committee?

Instagram: greensummitnj
Website: 
https://www.greensummitnj.org/

See you next month on November 19 
for Zero Waste Kitchens

mailto:jenmilnes@gmail.com
http://www.jenmilnes.com/
https://www.greensummitnj.org/


Links

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2017/07/plastic-produced-recycling-waste-ocean-trash-debris-environment/#close

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/04/190415144004.htm

https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/youre-literally-eating-microplastics-how-you-can-cut-down-exposure-to-
them/2019/10/04/22ebdfb6-e17a-11e9-8dc8-498eabc129a0_story.html

https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2011/04/25/peds.2011-0523

“The greatest threat to our planet is the belief that someone else will save it.” 
~Robert Swan OBE

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/robert-swan-
antarctica_b_1315047?fbclid=IwAR1JjdmXXZMAdw3q31Yz629eN4Ku2h1zdnIMw6F3VoNZH7AwrQHuqZ03zs4

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2017/07/plastic-produced-recycling-waste-ocean-trash-debris-environment/#close
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/04/190415144004.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/youre-literally-eating-microplastics-how-you-can-cut-down-exposure-to-them/2019/10/04/22ebdfb6-e17a-11e9-8dc8-498eabc129a0_story.html
https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2011/04/25/peds.2011-0523
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/robert-swan-antarctica_b_1315047?fbclid=IwAR1JjdmXXZMAdw3q31Yz629eN4Ku2h1zdnIMw6F3VoNZH7AwrQHuqZ03zs4

