
SUSTAINABLE EVENT MANAGEMENT

Waste is one of the largest areas of impact, and certainly the 
most visible at many festivals and events. How you minimize 
the waste created and manage the waste that is, contributes to 
your event’s overall sustainability performance. 

Festivals and events have the potential to be resource gulping 
and garbage producing, especially ones that are outdoors, are 
celebratory in style, and have lots of drinking and eating. Sound 
familiar? I imagine this fits the profile of many of your events.

Our events are often big public parties, and we all know that 
cleaning up after a party, whether at home or in the streets and 
parks of a major city, is not much fun. (unless you’re a waste 
nerd like me, and then it is extreme fun.)

A key to successful waste operations at an event is to reduce 
the amount of waste you produce in the first place. Towards zero 
waste to landfill and incineration is the goal. Here are some 
things to think about.

Store and Reuse: Store & re-use materials and equipment. A 
great example is step-and-repeat branded banner roll or fence 
scrim. Is there a way you can design this for re-use each year, 
rather than producing the new year printed on each time? Can 
you produce panels which have current year and sponsor info, 
that are placed at intervals between generic event banner roll or 
fence scrim? 

Salvaged and Reclaimed: use salvaged and reclaimed ma-
terials rather than buying new stuff and discarding it after the 
event. Alternatively salvage stuff from your event that can’t be 

used again and donate these materials for re-purposing/re-use 
by a third party. Again, branded fencing scrim is an example 
that could be repurposed into bunting, flags, bags and other 
colourful items for use at your event or other community 
events. Place your old stuff for sale or look for used stuff for 
your event on Used Event Stuff - www.usedeventstuff.com.

Hire: Hire equipment, infrastructure and materials, rather 
than buy. This is a no brainer really!

No Packaged Water: Use refillable water bottles and have 
water refill stations available. For big outdoor events with thirsty 
audiences, drinking water is a must. Do the numbers… how 
many water bottles are you creating as waste if you are selling 
bottled water rather than doing water refills? Get the local water 
authority on board to provide free drinking water stations. Have 
another relevant sponsor supply branded refillable water bottles. 
Promote to the audience to bring their own water bottle. Reward 
them when they get refills. Take Back the Tap is an example of a 
great branded campaign to get tap water into events.

Re-usable Beer Cups: For events pouring beer into cups, 
consider a re-usable cup exchange. The audience pays a deposit 
on the cup and then either takes it to a refund station when they 
are finished or hands it back over the bar when they get their next 
drink. Releasing branded limited edition reusable cups are also a 
way to push merchandise sales. Cup Concept is a popular option 
in the UK and Europe. See if it works for you. www.cupconcept.de 

Restrictions: Regulate what contractors, traders, caterers, NGOs, 
sponsors and the audience can bring to the event. Identify waste 
that has previously been discarded at your event and determine if 
you can stop it from arriving at your event in the first place. 

Envisage the end life of everything you purchase to produce 
the event and all the products you sell there. Where could the 
waste end up, and how can you ensure it is sent back into the 
system as recyclable material, compost or re-purposed/re-used?

When you go step by step through your event, you will be 
able to identify what rubbish will be created and where. You’ll 
then be able to plan for recycling separation, composting, 
salvage, and re-use.

Waste Is A Resource!
Waste at events is often viewed as a problem to be dealt 

with. The cleaning-up-after as the main task. But I’d like to 
propose a different viewpoint. 

Could you adopt this for your event…?
The premise of all waste being a resource guides event waste 

management planning. At-event waste logistics are considered a 
resource recovery exercise.

Have you thought of the rubbish created at your event as a 
resource, or do you just see it as a problem to be managed?

Putting systems in place at the event to maximise the re-
covery of resources for onward processing into new materials 
should be the focus.

By Meegan Jones

With	a	clean	shiny	new	year	ahead	of	us,	let’s	take	a	moment	to	think	about	how	we	can	
achieve	a	clean	and	shiny	event.

Achieving	a	Clean	Event
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Sustainable	Event	Management	continued	from	page	14

Recycling is a pretty straight-forward solution that most 
readers will have put in place at their events. But sometimes 
it’s worth going back to basics. Do you have this in place:
• Bins are always in pairs, one recycling and  

one general waste
• Bins have colour coded lids or bin toppers
• Bin signs are easy to understand and include  

illustrations or photos
• Bins are at eye level rather than at knee level

As an event is built waste is created, from staging and 
décor, fencing and barriers, seating, marquees, along with 
the myriad of deliveries which arrive wrapped, packed and 
palletised. Do you have systems in place to collect the miles 
of plastic pallet wrapping? What about metal bands around 
palletized deliveries? Is there a take-back program for poly-
styrene boxes that fresh vegetables are delivered in? Are flat-
tened cardboard bays set up behind each group of caterers?

Much waste is also created by the audience’s participation. 
Eating and drinking being a big issue. Controlling what food 
and drinks are sold and regulating what packaging they come 
in will allow you to also manage the creation of waste.  
Compostable food and packaging waste should be kept  
out of landfill and optimally composted or processed into 
biogas. What is the food and beverage service ware made 
from and how are you treating it at the event and thereafter?

At the end of this article you will find lots of links to  
programs mentioned and other useful information. 

Global Reporting Initiative Event Organizer 
Sector Supplement Launched!

If you are interested in reporting the sustainability  
performance of your event, using the Event Organizers Sector 
Supplement produced by the Global Reporting Initiative is 
recommended. This supplement has been written by experts 
in events sustainability and reporting over the past two 
years, and has now been launched to the industry. Visit the 
website www.globalreporting.org for more details. Next  
issue I will delve into the indicators of sustainability that 
may be relevant to report on by IFEA members. 

Things	to	read	and	watch:
• Zero Waste International Alliance: www.zwia.org 
• Stop Trashing the Climate: www.stoptrashingtheclimate.org
• Resources Management Tool: rmp.wrap.org.uk
• Used Event Stuff: www.usedeventstuff.com
• Cup Concept: www.cupconcept.de
• Take Back The Tap: www.foodandwaterwatch.org/reports/

free-your-event-from-bottled-water/ 
• Sustainable Event Alliance: www.sustainable-event-alliance.org 
• Sustainable Event Management: A Practical Guide: www.

thegreeneventguide.com

Meegan	Jones	is	President	of	Sustainable Event Alli-
ance	and	author	of	Sustainable Event Management: A 
Practical Guide,	is	director	of	GreenShoot Pacific,	and	
was	on	the	working	group	to	develop	the	GRI Event 
Organizer Sector Supplement.	The	guidance	in	this	
article	on	waste	reduction	is	an	example	of	how-to	guides	
and	resources	available	through	the	Sustainable Event 
Alliance (SEA).	Visit	the	SEA	website	to	see	more.	www.
sustainable-event-alliance.org.
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