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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY_
As the leading fast food chain, number one franchisor, second largest private em-
ployer in the world, leading toy distributor (via Happy Meals™) and one of the main 
customers of the agri-food industry, McDonald’s stamps its footprint not only on the 
world economy but also on the environment.

The multinational has adopted a business model based on disposable packaging, 
resulting in enormous amounts of waste (e.g., packaging, food waste, and used coo-
king oils). McDonald’s uses nearly 2.8 tons of packaging every minute to serve its 
customers worldwide, amounting to nearly 1.5 million tons of packaging per year. In 
France, restaurants use about 115 tons of packaging per day and almost 42,000 tons 
per year, excluding packaging used in delivering goods to restaurants.

While the multinational is already under fire for its tax, labor and potential anticom-
petitive practices, its environmental practices regarding waste management have not 
been fully examined, especially in France, the company’s second largest market in the 
world in terms of sales, just behind the United States. However, McDonald’s has a spe-
cial responsibility because of its global footprint and leadership, which means that 
its practices can have significant impact and serve as a benchmark for other industry 
players.

This report focuses on McDonald’s France’s waste policy and analyzes in particular the 
“Waste Plan” put forward by the brand since the late 2000s. The authors of this report 
provide an overview of the measures taken by McDonald’s and make recommenda-
tions for changing the company’s waste policy to meet the challenges of a sustainable 
economy and better use of resources. These recommendations are also addressed to 
the entire fast food industry, a growing industry that currently relies on the substan-
tial production of packaging waste.  

Overview 
_ 

Packaging: Disposable packaging remains the standard

McDonald’s France’s packaging waste policy is characterized by:

-> Lack of transparency: McDonald’s France does not disclose information about the 
amount of packaging produced by its restaurants and its evolution over time, compa-
red to McDonald’s Germany, which acknowledges that the amount of packaging used 
by the brand per customer including packaging related to the delivery of goods has 
steadily increased in recent years from 85.8 grams per customer in 2011 to 93 grams in 
2015.
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-> Increasing waste: Based on incomplete data provided by the company, we can 
estimate that the total amount of waste produced by McDonald’s France has in-
creased by about 20 percent between 2013 and 2015, which contradicts the com-
pany’s claims regarding eco-design and national and European waste reduction 
objectives.

-> A decrease of the recycled material rate:  The proportion of recycled fibers used 
by McDonald’s France to manufacture cardboard packaging decreased overall 
between 2011 and 2015 compared to the share of virgin fibers. In other words, the 
company had to extract more resources to make its packaging than in years prior.

 
Sorting and recycling: declining results

Commitments made by McDonald’s France regarding recycling are limited to the reco-
very of cooking oils, which is required by law, and the partial recycling of delivery boxes 
through its service provider, Martin-Brower. Beyond that, McDonald’s France’s waste ma-
nagement policy is characterized by:

-> A declining recycling rate in France: The proportion of waste actually recycled by 
the company decreased between 2013 and 2015, from 27 percent to 25 percent.

-> A geographically variable policy in Europe: Recyclable waste is sorted only in a 
minority of McDonald’s restaurants in France. Yet, the brand has been implemen-
ting selective sorting for many years in some nearby countries including Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Germany, and Austria, where restaurants have recycling results 
higher than 90 percent.

-> An increase in food waste: The proportion of biowaste on the kitchen side ac-
counted for 13 percent of all waste in 2013 and jumped to 20 percent in 2015. Since 
most ingredients do not require any additional preparation in kitchens, a signi-
ficant proportion of biowaste is likely food being thrown away, the result of the 
company’s meal preparation policies.

-> Lack of biowaste sorting in most restaurants: McDonald’s France has indicated 
that biowaste sorting for recovery is being gradually deployed in restaurants, wit-
hout providing more details. However, since January 2016 all businesses produ-
cing more than ten tons of biowaste per year are required by law to sort biowaste 
for recovery purposes. According to our estimates, this obligation would apply to 
most McDonald’s restaurants in France.

 
Cleanliness: The gap between what McDonald’s says and the 
resources it commits 

McDonald’s customers regularly call on the company to address the litter left in the 
vicinity of the company’s restaurants. 

-> Cleanliness is at the heart of the brand’s environmental communication strat-
egy. 

 McDonald’s France heavily promotes its initiatives to improve cleanliness around 
restaurants. The brand highlights “Cleanliness Plans” set up by its restaurants, lo-
cal agreements signed with municipalities to fight against left-behind packaging, 



—6 May 2017

and its “EcoProgressTM” approach aimed at monitoring and improving environ-
mental performance of restaurants.

-> These actions are actually limited in scope. 
• Only 18 percent of restaurants have signed a local agreement with their mu-

nicipality to fight against left-behind packaging, a program set up more than 
eight years ago.

• Only 35 percent of restaurants have an employee responsible for following the 
McDonald’s EcoProgressTM approach including monitoring of the Waste Plan 
and energy consumption, among other measures.

-> There is a lack of waste reduction and recycling measures. 
 Although the phenomenon of left-behind packaging is a direct result of the disposable 

packaging model favored by the company, McDonald’s France has so far not deve-
loped any deposit system or incentives for consumers to return their packaging for 
re-use or recycling rather than throwing them away.

The analysis of McDonald’s France’s waste policy highlights weak, and in some cases 
declining results in relation to waste reduction and recycling. This contrasts with the 
company’s promotion of an image of being concerned with sustainable development.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  
_ 

In conclusion, this report provides a number of recommendations to McDonald’s and 
other players in the fast food industry, to reduce the amount of packaging waste and 
to implement policies that meet the challenges of a sustainable economy and waste 
reduction.

In order to reduce packaging waste produced in restaurants:

McDonald’s makes no distinction between eat-in and take-out and uses disposable 
packaging for both situations. 

-> By using reusable dishware for eat-in orders, which account for 50 percent of 
its sales, the brand could avoid the production of more than 15,000 tons of waste 
per year. McDonald’s is already using reusable coffee mugs in its McCafés, which 
demonstrates that the practice is possible.

In order to reduce packaging resulting from take-out:

Many forms of packaging that are automatically provided at the counter are in fact unne-
cessary. 

-> McDonald’s could define best practices to reduce packaging provided at the 
counter, such as over-packaging for Happy MealTM orders and automatically pro-
viding bags and plastic cutlery, and systematically train its employees on these 
issues;
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-> The brand could also encourage its customers to bring their own bag to carry 
out their order, following the example of some fast food brands such as Starbucks 
in the United States and in the United Kingdom that offer discounts to customers 
who bring their own containers.

The company owns 1,419 restaurants throughout France and controls all of its fran-
chisees’ supply-chain.

-> McDonald’s could therefore set up a deposit system for packaging and provide 
reusable boxes or cups that consumers could return. This would both reduce 
the waste produced and effectively fight against left-behind packaging.

Legal requirements on waste sorting for recycling purposes:

McDonald’s has no widespread program for sorting recyclable packaging (such as 
paper and cardboard) in its restaurants or for biowaste generated in kitchens. Yet, 
this type of sorting is legally compulsory when restaurants are above certain waste 
production thresholds.

-> The company should promptly implement widespread sorting of these two 
types of waste in all its restaurants, as it is already doing so in many neighboring 
countries.

-> McDonald’s should disclose data showing the number of restaurants in France 
that have recyclable packaging and biowaste sorting as well as the amount of 
waste generated per restaurant.
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INTRODUCTION_

McDonald’s by the numbers:

Since its creation in 1955, McDonald’s has broken a number of records.

McDonald’s is the leading fast food chain in the world, with more than 36,000 restau-
rants and sales approximately double those of its nearest competitor, Yum Brands 
(Pizza Hut, KFC, and Taco Bell). In 2014, its restaurants recorded global systemwide 
sales of €68.8 billion, making the company the 64th largest economy with nearly the 
GDP of Ecuador.1  McDonald’s is also the leading fast food chain in Europe with more 
than 8,000 restaurants and €20.5 billion in systemwide sales in 2014,2  i.e. more than 
the sales of its next nine competitors combined.3 France is the second largest market 
for McDonald’s in terms of sales, just behind the United States.4 The company had 
1,419 restaurants in France by the end of 2016,5 with sales accounting for approxi-
mately 76 percent of the American type fast-food market (including Quick, Burger 
King and KFC).6 

The parent company, McDonald’s Corporation, is very profitable with an average net 
income of US$5 billion per year over the past five years. While the company is known 
worldwide for its Big Mac, it derives most of its profits, unlike its competitors, from its 
real estate empire: McDonald’s owns or otherwise systematically controls the premis-
es where its restaurants, franchised or not, are operated.7 

McDonald’s is also the world’s largest franchisor with nearly 85 percent of its 36,899 
restaurants managed by 5,669 franchisees,8 and also the second largest private em-
ployer in the world with nearly 2 million employees.9

The company is also one of the main customers of the agri-food industry: the compa-
ny buys 10 percent of all ground beef and 2.5 percent of all beef produced in Europe.10 

McDonald’s is also the world’s largest distributor of toys with more than 1.5 billion 
toys distributed annually in Happy MealsTM and their recognizable packaging.11

Every day, nearly 70 million customers worldwide visit the chain’s restaurants,12  in-
cluding 2 million in France.13 

Given its huge size and its business model based on disposable packaging, the multi-
national’s activity generates enormous amounts of waste. Every day, millions of bags, 
napkins, plastic cutlery, straws, and cups are used by McDonald’s consumers, before 
being thrown away with leftovers, or tossed in the streets or countryside.

In 2013, McDonald’s Corporation measured the average amount of packaging per meal 
served at 57.5 grams.14  This means that every minute, the company uses nearly 2.8 
tons of packaging to serve its customers around the world,15 which represents nearly 
1.5 million tons of packaging per year. With respect to France, restaurants use 115 tons 
of packaging per day, and nearly 42,000 tons per year.16 
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Packaging used in the company’s supply chain, in particular delivery boxes, should be 
counted as well: by including packaging used for the transportation of goods, the av-
erage packaging weight reaches 93 grams per meal served in 2015 according to data 
provided by McDonald’s in Germany.17  

McDonald’s waste issue is not limited to its packaging: food waste (cooked food and 
leftovers that are thrown-away) and cooking oils should also be added to the above-
mentioned figures.

McDonald’s global footprint

McDonald’s financial strength and global footprint enable the multinational to largely 
dominate the fast food industry throughout the world, but also the company’s size 
has major environmental impact. With regard to its size and the consequences of its 
activities, McDonald’s has a special responsibility since its practices can have consid-
erable effect and serve as a standard for other industry players. That is why this report 
focuses on McDonald’s, while providing waste reduction analysis and recommenda-
tions for the entire fast-food industry.

McDonald’s business model

At the moment, McDonald’s business model appears to rely on widespread exploita-
tion of the weakest regulations and lowest standards around the world. The multina-
tional adopts a “geographically variable” policy by taking advantage of differences 
between local regulations. Many trade unions, associations and civil society organiza-
tions have denounced the brand’s practices throughout the world, including:

-> Its tax practices and their consequences for states’ public finances and for taxpay-
ers: the company is currently under investigation from the European Commission 
and already underwent several proceedings at the country level which led to re-
covery of back taxes in several cases;18 

-> Its social practices and their consequences for employees of the company and 
more broadly for employees in the fast food industry: trade unions and employ-
ees regularly denounce precarious working conditions, low wages, and labor law 
violations around the world as well as the use of strategies to discourage union 
representation;19 

-> Its consumer practices: several complaints have been filed to denounce potential 
price-fixing policies in franchised restaurants leading them to apply higher prices 
compared to company-operated restaurants.20

In the environmental field, McDonald’s has for several years promoted itself as a com-
pany concerned with sustainable development and its environmental footprint. How-
ever, the company’s choices regarding product packaging and waste management 
appear to illustrate a “geographically variable” policy concerning the measures that 
are implemented to reduce waste as well as disclosure of environmental data to the 
public.
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The “McDonald’s System” in terms of packaging 

Control of packaging conception and manufacturing 

McDonald’s fully controls conception, design, manufacturing and production of pack-
aging served in its franchised and corporate-owned restaurants.

For many years, McDonald’s has been using the same company for packaging con-
ception, Perseco, a company created in 1975 that is now called Havi Global Solutions. 
Havi Global Solutions’ parent company, HAVI Group, is one of McDonald’s largest sup-
pliers and logistics firms, along with Martin-Brower.21. Perseco and Havi’s relation-
ships with McDonald’s are very strong, and the company has offices at McDonald’s 
corporate offices in London, Frankfurt, Madrid, Munich, Paris and Warsaw.22  In 2006, 
Perseco indicated that 1.25 billion packaging items had been distributed per year to 
consumers from 25 European countries. 23  In 2009, the company stated that it was buy-
ing more than 2 billion cups per year for McDonald’s.24

In France, packaging manufacturing for the two million meals serve daily at Mc-
Donald’s25 is mainly divided between: 

-> CEE R. Schisler for bags, paper sachets, foils for hamburgers and cardboard 
cups. The company manufactures for the French market and for other Europe-
an markets as well;26 

-> A&R Carton for sandwich boxes: A&R Carton is a subsidiary of the global group, AR 
Packaging; 27 

-> Huhtamaki for cup holders: Huhtamaki is a global group operating on all conti-
nents and supplies McDonald’s in 30 countries.28

No leeway for franchisees 

The company’s business model largely relies on franchising – 84 percent of restau-
rants in France are franchised – and both packaging and waste management policies 
are part of the many standards imposed on franchisees. 

Franchise agreements, which are “very similar throughout the world,”29 state that fran-
chisees must use boxes, containers, cardboards, bags, napkins, paper items and oth-
er packaging bearing the distinctive logos of the company in accordance with the Mc-
Donald’s System specifications set forth in manuals and other rules that franchisees 
must carefully comply with.30

 
McDonald’s franchisees in France have to order their supplies from Martin-Brower, 
which has exclusive control over logistics and supplies relating to food and non-food 
items for McDonald’s restaurants. McDonald’s and Martin-Brower have implement-
ed a management tool in the restaurants that anticipates supply needs and pre-pro-
grams refill orders for products and packaging.31

McDonald’s franchisees have little leeway, if any, in terms of packaging. Innovations 
provided in restaurants (such as table service and salad bars) are initiatives taken by 
McDonald’s France and approved by the company prior to implementation. 
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McDonald’s France goes green: the origins of the 
company’s environmental strategy

Aware of its weaknesses, McDonald’s France began trying to promote an environmen-
tally-friendly image in 2008.32  Measures implemented at that time appear limited, as 
made clear by comments from crew members and managers at McDonald’s restau-
rants posted on the company’s blog.33 

McDonald’s France deployed a communication strategy at that time aimed at improv-
ing the company’s reputation.34 The company adopted a green background for its 
golden arches in order to put forward its concern for the environment, instead of a red 
background considered to be too aggressive.35  For the launch of its communication 
operations, McDonald’s was supported by a sustainable development agency creat-
ed by former Greenpeace executives.36  Today, McDonald’s sustainable development 
strategy is managed by the firm Synergence which was acquired in 2016 by Deloitte 
France. 37   

In France, this environmental communications strategy is based on the following tools: (1) 
the insertion of an “Environment” tab on the company website,38 (2) the setting up of a 
blog dedicated to environmental matters,39  (3) the annual publication of the “Journal 
du Développement Durable” (“Sustainable Development News”) which is used as a 
corporate, social and environmental annual report, and (4) communication of envi-
ronmental data on its online “corporate” data interface.40 

Through these communication tools, McDonald’s France puts forward and seeks to 
promote its “Waste Plan.”

McDonald’s Waste Plan in France 

McDonald’s France’s Waste Plan “gathers all actions that are carried out by the 
company in order to act at each step of the chain, from conception to recovery, in-
cluding the problem of left-behind packaging in restaurants.”41 It focuses on three 
areas:

-> Eco-design of packaging;
-> Reducing left-behind packaging;
-> Waste sorting and recovery. 

Waste is a major issue for the company since the majority of comments posted on the 
blog dedicated to environmental matters deal with problems relating to waste sorting 
and packaging littered in the streets. 

This report provides an overview of the measures taken by McDonald’s concerning 
waste in France and their results. In conclusion, the authors make recommendations 
to improve McDonald’s waste policy to meet the challenges of a sustainable economy 
and improve the management of resources. Beyond McDonald’s, these recommenda-
tions are addressed to the entire fast food industry, an expanding industry that cur-
rently relies on substantial production of packaging waste. 
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  MCDONALD’S WASTE BY THE 
NUMBERS

2.8  
tons 

of disposable packaging 
used per minute in the 

worldI

Only

1/4 
of waste produced in 
France is recycledII

115  
tons 

of disposable packaging 
used every day 

in FranceI

80  
million 

Happy MealTM boxes 
and toys are sold each 

year in FranceIII

I Average packaging weight per transaction (57.5 grams per transaction in 2013) was multiplied by the average 
number of customers served per day at McDonald’s, i.e. 70 million in the world and 2 million in France

I I  Recycling rate for 2015

I I I  Figures for 2015
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FOCUS: WASTE GENERATED BY MCDONALD’S FRANCE 

McDonald’s France is not transparent regarding waste issues. Unlike other McDon-
ald’s subsidiaries around the world, McDonald’s France does not disclose the total 
amount of waste produced by its restaurants annually, the whole tonnages per type 
of waste, or the evolution of packaging weight used per customer.42 The company 
primarily discloses a breakdown of waste by broad type, as well as the proportion 
of recycled waste and some information related to the recovery of used cooking 
oils and delivery boxes. 

MCDONALD’S FRANCE,  
FRANCE, BREAKDOWN PER TYPE OF WASTE, 2013 - 201543

 2013 2014 2015

Organic waste from kitchens 13% 20% 20%

Non-recyclable waste 18% 11% 11%

Recyclable waste from the lobby 38% 42% 44%

Used cooking oils 9% 8% 9%

Delivery boxes 22% 19% 16%

Total 100% 100% 100%

 

MCDONALD’S FRANCE,  
PERCENTAGE OF RECYCLED WASTE, 2013 - 201544

2013 2014 2015

Percentage of recycled waste 27% 23% 25%

Based on data provided, the following conclusions can be reached:

-> Between 2013 and 2015, the total tonnage of used cooking oils collected for recovery and 

the total tonnage of recycled delivery boxes has increased – from 6,452 tons to 7,330 tons 

for cooking oils and from 12,274 tons to 13,018 tons for delivery boxes.45 In addition, their 

proportion to the total amount of waste has stayed the same (cooking oils) or decreased 

(delivery boxes). The fact that the total tonnage of used cooking oils and delivery boxes is 

rising while their proportion to total waste has either remained stable or decreased indicates 

that the amount of waste strongly increased between 2013 and 2015. According to our es-

timates, the total amount of waste produced in France would have increased by more than 

20%.46

-> Organic waste from kitchens as a proportion of total waste significantly increased between 2013 

and 2015, from 13 to 20 percent. Since total waste has increased dramatically (see above), we 

can estimate that the total amount of organic waste from kitchens has also increased significant-

ly.47 However, food preparation at McDonald’s restaurants is limited to gathering pre-prepared 

ingredients, which generate few peelings and residues. Therefore, organic waste likely results 

primarily from pre-prepared food being thrown away because of McDonald’s system requiring 

food to be prepared in advance.

 
-> The proportion of waste effectively recycled by the company has decreased between 2013 

and 2015, from 27 percent of total waste to 25 percent.48 McDonald’s efforts in this area 

therefore seem to be limited to the recycling of delivery boxes and to the recovery of used cook-

ing oils, despite the increase of its packaging recyclability (from 38 to 44 percent of waste). 
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SECTION 1   
MCDONALD’S PACKAGING 
DESIGN – DISPOSABLE 
PACKAGING REMAINS THE 
STANDARD_

Elimination or at least reduction of packaging is the best way to limit waste. The Euro-
pean Directive 2008/98/CE and the Environmental Code in France have produced a 
hierarchy of priorities to implement in order to improve conservation of the environ-
ment. Preventing waste creation is the number one priority put forward by these 
texts, followed by, in order of importance, reuse, recycling, recovery (through energy) 
and finally, disposal. 

If packaging is not eliminated, companies should think about eco-designing it. Possi-
bilities to reuse or recycle a product or a material largely depend on its initial design. 
The European Commission, in the context of its “circular economy package,” set an 
action plan relating to eco-design for 2015-2017 in order to promote sustainability, 
reparability and recyclability of products, in addition to energy efficiency. 50

 
What about McDonald’s? 

McDonald’s France regularly promotes its intention to eco-design its packaging by re-
ducing the number, weight, and volume of its packaging and by selecting materials 
from renewable-origin or recycled materials.51  However, the company does not dis-
close data concerning the amounts of packaging served per customer: this type of 
data is essential to assess the results of the company’s eco-design policy. By contrast, 
McDonald’s Germany provides the amount of packaging used per customer, including 
packaging for transportation of goods to restaurants, which increased between 2011 
and 2015, from 86 grams to 93 grams.52 

MCDONALD’S GERMANY, AVERAGE PACKAGING WEIGHT PER 
CUSTOMER (INCLUDING PACKAGING RELATED TO TRANSPORTATION), 

2011-2015

AVERAGE PACKAGING 
WEIGHT PER CUSTOMER

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

86 g 91 g 91 g 92 g 93 g

The company’s business model relies on disposable packaging without distinguish-
ing between eat-in and take-out orders. In France, food is systematically packaged, 
and then given to customers in bags for take-out, or on trays with paper place mats for 
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eat-in. Cutlery is made of plastic and is packaged in plastic wrappers and cup lids and 
straws are also packaged individually in paper. All this packaging generates an enor-
mous amount of waste: for each meal served, the company uses 57.5 grams in pack-
aging on average, excluding packaging used to deliver goods to restaurants. In 
France, restaurants thus use 115 tons of packaging per day and almost 42,000 tons 
per year. 53 Generally, this packaging is not sorted by type for recycling (see Section 3) 
or it may be littered outside the restaurant (see Section 2). 
 
Yet, the company has been aware of the importance of reusable packaging for de-
cades: As early as 1991, McDonald’s Europe was already concerned about public opin-
ion shifting in favor of reusable packaging.54 Twenty-six years later, the company’s 
eco-design policy does not practically address this issue. The gap between McDon-
ald’s claims about its environmentalism and its practices therefore remains wide.  
 

1.1. McDonald’s policy regarding packaging 
reduction

The analysis needs to distinguish between packaging served to customers and pack-
aging used for delivery of food and non-food items to restaurants. 

1.1.1. Packaging served to customers
 
1.1.1.1. Total reliance on disposable packaging

Like many fast food companies, McDonald’s offers eat-in service or take-out. Accord-
ing to the company, approximately 50 percent of sales are for eat-in, which corre-
sponds with the average proportion in the fast-food sector.55 However, McDonald’s 
does not distinguish between these two types of service in terms of the packaging 
materials it uses. 

a) For take-out 
 
McDonald’s uses disposable packaging for take-out orders. The company justifies this ap-
proach by the fact that it is an “option that allows [us] to meet the demands of the customer, 
many of whom wish to consume their meal outside of restaurants.” 56  In other words, for 
McDonald’s, take-out implies by definition the use of disposable packaging and cus-
tomers’ consumption habits bear the main responsibility for use of this type of pack-
aging. 

However, due to its size and its dominant position in the fast-food industry, McDon-
ald’s has a special responsibility. By not improving its practices the company pro-
motes consumption habits that do not allow for waste reduction, despite the fact that 
consumers are able to change their habits. For instance, shortly before the enactment 
of widespread prohibition on providing plastic bags at counters, 71 percent of con-
sumers stated that they would come with their own bags.57

Furthermore, standards and strict procedures that are dictated by McDonald’s for 
packaging and sale of its products lead to the systematic use of large amounts of 
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packaging which are sometimes unnecessary, such as unwanted boxes or toys in the 
Happy MealTM, or unnecessary paper bags or disposable cutlery which are automati-
cally given to the customer.

McDonald’s has wide leeway and could immediately implement various mea-
sures, including inviting its customers to bring their own bags to carry-out their 
order, or providing reusable boxes or cups that consumers could bring back. Oth-
er companies have already implemented these kinds of measures, as discussed in 
Section 4.58 

b) For eat-in

McDonald’s uses the same packaging for eat-in and take-out. However, eat-in is the 
most obvious area to implement a system of reusable dishware or packaging. 

In order to justify the use disposable packaging, McDonald’s stated in 2008 that it con-
ducted a study showing that “the ecological balance of disposable packaging is better 
for us than if we had reusable dishware because that would have an important impact 
in terms of water, energy and detergents consumption.”59 McDonald’s did not make 
available this study nor does it seem that the company has updated it over time, nor 
did the company explain the method it used. Without having the data and methods 
used by McDonald’s to assess the impact of disposable packaging, it is impossible to 
check whether the analysis was carried out in a biased way, since various methods 
may be used for life cycle assessment.60  Similar studies have been challenged in the 
past. For instance, in 1991, McDonald’s restaurants in Switzerland undertook an eco-
logical impact review comparing one McDonald’s restaurant to three other restaurant 
brands that were using reusable dishware. An environmental expert pointed out that 
this study contained misrepresentations because water and energy used to create 
disposable packaging had not been taken into account in the calculation of the eco-
logical balance of disposable packaging. 61

 
Regardless, the results of the study McDonald’s refers to are questionable. Nu-
merous studies carried out since 2007 have shown that reusable cups had a better 
ecological impact compared to disposable cups.62 Similar results were found for 
reusable dishware compared to disposable dishware.63 In particular, the Agence De 
l’Environnement et de la Maîtrise de l’Energie (ADEME - Agency for the Environment 
and Energy Control), a public body in charge of ecological and energy transition, pro-
motes the use of reusable bags and dishware, including initiatives implemented by 
other fast-food players.64  The use of reusable dishware avoids emissions related to 
waste disposal and processing, as well as the environmental impact of repeated ex-
traction of raw materials, and the production and distribution of disposable dish-
ware.65  

The company has a second justification for not improving its packaging practices, 
stating that “products for eat-in or take-out are packaged the same way (since there is 
no distinction made in the kitchen).”66 However, there could be a distinction made in 
the kitchen if the order process were changed, which would be especially easy using 
automated use of ordering terminals now found in many restaurants. This could allow 
crew members to know in advance whether the customer wants eat-in or take-out. 
The company could also anticipate orders with the preparation of packed sandwiches 
for take-out and non-packed sandwiches for eat-in. Finally, some McDonald’s restau-



—17 McWaste: McDonald’s waste policy fails the test

rants are starting to offer table service and on-demand preparation of orders,67  

changes that make it increasingly easy to use reusable dishware for eat-in orders.  

In the United States, some fast-food companies like KFC and Panera already use 
reusable dishware for some eat-in orders.68 This is also the case for some fast food 
chains in France,69 and McDonald’s itself uses reusable cups in McCafés in Germany 
and even in some restaurants in France.70 
 
Introducing reusable dishware and cups for eat-in consumption represents a cost for 
McDonald’s since it requires adjusting restaurant practices for reusable dishware, 
such as dishwashing and food prep changes. However, savings associated with a re-
duction in purchases of disposable packaging and related waste processing would 
offset these costs. In any event, McDonald’s has the resources to implement such 
changes, and has proven it can do so whenever the public opinion of a country re-
quires it or whenever the company wishes to promote an environmentally-friendly 
image, as illustrated by the use of reusable dishware in McCafés in Germany and 
France. 

FOCUS ON THE HAPPY MEALTM PACKAGING

In 2015, more than 80 million Happy MealsTM were sold in France. This 
means 80 million boxes were specifically created for this type of meal 
and therefore an equal amount of additional waste required processing.71

Here again, McDonald’s does not process eat-in and take-out differently: 
components of the Happy MealTM orders are systematically packed in a 
box which is discarded whether consumed in a restaurant or at a custom-
ers’ home. 
 
When questioned by customers on its blog, McDonald’s answered that 
“this box plays a role since it maintains the surprise effect for kids.”72 This 
argument is questionable since children know in advance the object they 
will receive since they have to make a choice between receiving a book or 
a toy when ordering the meal.

McDonald’s has been offering boxes that are 15-gram lighter since 2010, 
but it seems that no further efforts were made to reduce packaging, and 
the very principle of this over-packaging of Happy MealsTM appears not to 
be questioned by the company.73

1.1.1.2. Limited results reducing packaging size and weight
 
McDonald’s promotes its efforts to reduce packaging size and weight. In 2013, McDon-
ald’s acknowledged that packaging is the second largest source of greenhouse gas 
emission in restaurants (22 percent), despite a decrease in this share resulting from 
reductions in packaging weight.74



—18 May 2017

In 2010, the company declared that it had achieved an average 25 percent reduction 
of its packaging weight since 1992. As an illustration of this reduction, McDonald’s 
cites its use since 2009 of an accessory called the “croisillon.” The croisillon, which is 
made of 100 percent recycled cardboard, helps to separate meal items and allowed 
the company to eliminate some take-out bags that were “considered superfluous by 
customers”75 and replace “the bulky and hardly crushable packaging for Best-of com-
bo-meals.”76 This accessory is intended to stabilize meal items for take-out. However, 
the main efforts seemed to have taken place in 2010 with a 13 percent reduction in 
average packaging weight that year according to the company.77

 
McDonald’s cites the following measures to illustrate packaging size and weight re-
duction:
 
-> Reduction of the size and weight of the “croisillon” from 24 to 20 grams in 2014;78

-> Reduction of the size of the paper bag, allowing a 2-gram weight reduction; 79 
-> Replacement of cardboard boxes for Croques McDo, Double Cheese and McFish 

with a protective foil layer in 2012 and 2013.80

 
McDonald’s also highlights a reduction in the weight of napkins from 2.4 grams to 1.35 
grams in 2013 and the introduction of economical dispensers to limit waste.81 These 
efforts to reduce packaging weight, however, are contradicted by our own in-restau-
rant research establishing napkins weight around 3 grams. Additionally, several Mc-
Donald’s restaurants we visited did not have economical dispensers. 

The company seems to have substantial ability to reduce packaging weight. For in-
stance, when McDonald’s replaces boxes with foils with protective layers, it is unclear 
why the company chooses to limit this measure to only three sandwiches, especially 
since McDonald’s acknowledges using heavier packaging for other sandwiches.82

In 2007, McDonald’s France declared that it was using approximately 60 grams of 
packaging per meal on average, excluding packaging used in the supply chain to 
deliver products to restaurants.83 McDonald’s Corporation declared in 2013 that 
the average packaging weight per transaction was 57.5 grams, excluding packag-
ing used in the supply chain to deliver products to restaurants.84  These averages 
cover different types of order and consumption patterns. In France, 63 percent of 
transactions at McDonald’s are made at lunch or dinner and 75 percent of orders con-
tain at least one combo-meal.85  It would therefore be useful for McDonald’s to dis-
close the amount of packaging generated by the sales of its main products, i.e. combo 
meals with a dessert. As McDonald’s France does not provide this type of data, we 
conducted our own analysis by weighing McDonald’s products (see Appendix 1 for the 
full weighing results):
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PACKAGING WEIGHT PER COMPLETE MEAL, DATA COLLECTED IN STORE 
VISITS86 

TYPE OF COMBO MEAL PACKAGING WEIGHT (EAT-IN) PACKAGING WEIGHT 
(TAKE-OUT)

Best Of Big Mac Combo meal + 
dessert (McFlurry) 59 grams 103 grams

Maxi Best Of Big Mac Combo 
meal + dessert (McFlurry) 64 grams 108 grams

Salad Combo meal 
(without desert) 74 grams 118 grams

Happy MealTM 81 grams 105 grams

We find that packaging weight for a full meal is higher than the average packaging 
weight reported by McDonald’s (57.5 grams). Unsurprisingly, take-out leads to a sig-
nificant increase in the amount of packaging per customer served for a complete 
meal. However, it appears that:

-> By removing bags for take-out or at least by encouraging customers to come with 
their own bags, McDonald’s could reduce its amount of packaging by 30 grams per 
customer (a reduction of more than 30 percent);

-> By removing Happy MealTM boxes or at least by asking customers if they wish to 
take the box with them, McDonald’s could reduce its amount of packaging by 40 
grams per meal (the Happy MealTM box represents almost 40 percent of packaging 
in some Happy MealTM combinations when ordered to-go and more than 50 per-
cent when eating-in). Given that 80 million Happy MealTM orders are sold each year 
in France, removing boxes would reduce the amount of McDonald’s packaging by 
approximately 3,200 tons per year;87 

-> By using reusable dishware for eat-in orders, McDonald’s could remove all of its 
packaging served to eat-in customers, which could represent a saving of more 
than 15,000 tons per year in France, or more than 41 tons a day.88 

1.1.2. Restaurant delivery packaging
 
McDonald’s has done little reporting on the reduction of packaging related to the sup-
ply of restaurants, like cartons, plastic films, and polystyrenes. In 2010, the company 
declared that it “increasingly [favored] re-use and bulk containers,” citing for example 
buns and sandwiches “delivered with protective film in plastic baskets which are then 
washed and reused,” and syrups for making beverages packed in bulk in foldable con-
tainers.89

 
For other items, the company states it examines “solutions for reusable packaging” 
and “makes a comparative environmental assessment of the solutions (disposable ver-
sus reusable).” However, McDonald’s does not disclose the results of their studies and 
assessments.90
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1.2. Selection of materials in packaging 
composition
 
As part of its Waste Plan, McDonald’s promotes its selection of recycled materials or 
materials with renewable origins for its packaging.

The figures usually disclosed by McDonald’s first relate to the proportion of paper and 
cardboard in packaging. The company also reports the proportion of virgin fibers and 
recycled fibers in its paper and cardboard packaging. Finally, for virgin fibers, the 
company discloses the proportion of fibers from certified forests.

The table below summarizes the information provided by McDonald’s on these three 
aspects between 2011 and 2015.91

 
 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Proportion of paper 
and cardboard in 

packaging 
90% 90% 90% 90% 90%

Proportion of virgin 
fibers / recycled 

fibers

72% recycled 
28% virgin

49% recycled
51% virgin

50% recycled
50% virgin

53% recycled
47% virgin

61% recycled
39% virgin

Proportion of virgin 
fibers coming from 

certified forests (FSC 
or PEFC)

Unknown 74% 74% 100% 100%

1.2.1. Proportion of paper and cardboard in McDonald’s 
packaging in France

Lack of transparency in packaging composition
McDonald’s France does not disclose information regarding packaging composition 
for the remaining 10 percent that is not composed of paper and cardboard. By con-
trast, in Germany, the brand discloses detailed information on packaging composi-
tion:

MCDONALD’S GERMANY, PACKAGING COMPOSITION, 2011-201592

TYPE OF 
PACKAGING 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Paper, cardboard, 
carton 69% 70% 70% 70% 70%

Plastics

31% (mainly 
plastic and com-

posites mate-
rials)

30% (mainly 
plastic and com-
posite materials)

13% 13% 12%

Compound 
material 16% 16% 17%

Aluminum 0.1% 0.1% 0.1%

Foil 1% 1% 1%

Tinplate 0% 0% 0.002%
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In Germany as in France, the proportion of paper and cardboard in packaging has been 
stable for several years. However, paper and cardboard packaging only account for 70 
percent of packaging in Germany, but 90 percent in France, implying that either McDon-
ald’s France and McDonald’s Germany use different packaging, which would be surprising 
given the brand’s standardization of packaging in Europe, or McDonald’s France is inflat-
ing and rounding up its proportion of paper and cardboard by adding compound materi-
al. McDonald’s France should clarify packaging composition by providing more specific 
and transparent information.

Use of polystyrene: A geographically variable policy 
McDonald’s France does not disclose information regarding packaging composition 
for the remaining 10 percent of packaging that is not paper or cardboard. This per-
centage more or less corresponds to the proportion of polystyrene used by McDon-
ald’s USA in its packaging.93

 
The use of polystyrene in packaging is criticized in some countries due to the suspect-
ed carcinogenic character of styrene,94 as well as for its environmental impact since 
this material is rarely recycled.

McDonald’s has a geographically variable policy on the use of polystyrene and has a 
history of ending its use in a country only after coming under public pressure. After 
dropping polystyrene boxes for sandwiches in the United States in the 1990s,95 Mc-
Donald’s waited until 2013 to commit to replacing its polystyrene cups.96  In Singa-
pore, a petition with media coverage led McDonald’s to gradually give up polysty-
rene in its packaging for breakfast items.97  The company continues to use polysty-
rene in many other countries, including China.98 Apart from polystyrene, McDonald’s 
practices differ across countries in other ways. For example, in some countries in Asia, 
the multinational provides plastic bags, not paper bags, to its customers.99

 
1.2.2. Proportion of recycled fibers in the composition of 
paper and cardboard packaging

In 2015, nearly 40 percent of McDonald’s France’s packaging was made of virgin fibers. 
The share of recycled fibers in the company’s packaging fell between 2011 and 2015, 
from 72 to 61 percent. In this respect, McDonald’s extracts more resources than it did 
in years prior.

The low share of recycled fibers in the company’s packaging is also found in Germany, 
where McDonald’s packaging composition barely exceeds 50 percent recycled 
fibers.100

 
Since disposable packaging produced from virgin fibers is generally not recycled 
at the end of its packaging life, McDonald’s impact on resources appears to be 
substantial. 
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1.2.3. Proportion of virgin fibers coming from certified 
forests

For virgin fibers used in its packaging, McDonald’s France states on its web site that 
“99 percent of the virgin fibers used come from legally harvested forests,” suggesting 
that the remaining 1 percent comes from illegal exploitation of forests. The company 
indicates on its website that 57 percent of virgin fibers come from certified forests,101 
compared to 100 percent in its Journal du Développement Durable published in 2015. 
This either indicates a decline in its practices since 2015 or the publication of conflict-
ing information.

With regard to the FSC and PEFC certifications that McDonald’s puts forward, these 
are regularly criticized by NGOs as “greenwashing” tools due to loopholes in the as-
sessment of resource sustainability.102  In particular, both certifications allow the use 
of a mixed label, which combines certified and non-certified wood.103 McDonald’s 
does not clearly disclose whether certified fibers used in its packaging have mixed 
origins or not.  

In essence, McDonald’s France continues to rely on disposable packaging even 
though solutions exist to limit the environmental impact of restaurant activities, such 
as the use of reusable dishware, incentives for customers to bring their own bag, and 
removing some packaging like Happy Meal™ boxes.

In addition, analysis of data on the composition of McDonald’s packaging shows that 
the company uses more resources than in years prior, with the share of recycled fibers 
in packaging declining from 2011 to 2015. 

Moreover, McDonald’s France lacks transparency and fails to disclose publically cer-
tain data that would allow for a full assessment of the effects of its packaging eco-de-
sign policy. 
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SECTION 2 

REDUCING LEFT-
BEHIND PACKAGING: 
LIMITED RESULTS _

Fast food packaging is one of the leading sources of left-behind waste. In 2009, a study 
carried out in the UK identified fast food as the primary source of street litter (just 
behind cigarettes) and attributed nearly 30 percent of waste to McDonald’s.104

 
McDonald’s France has for many years been promoting its efforts to decrease left-
behind packaging. This is one of the main issues, along with waste sorting, raised in 
the comments posted on McDonald’s blog intended to promote the environmentally-
friendly actions of the company. The company readily admits that its actions are 
mainly motivated by economic (not environmental) factors, in that it aims to improve 
the image of the brand in public opinion by avoiding its association with waste pro-
duction.105

 

2.1. Actions put forward by McDonald’s France

2.1.1. EcoProgress™ Crew Members

For almost 10 years, McDonald’s has deployed an “environmental management sys-
tem” called EcoProgress™, based on: 

-> A software created by McDonald’s France listing “all ecological aspects linked to 
the proper operation of a restaurant,”106  as well as “news, advice, features for re-
porting and analysis of the restaurant’s consumption”;107

-> A dedicated staff within restaurants, called “Référents EcoProgress™” (“EcoProg-
ress™ Crew Members”) who “are there to mobilize teams, to monitor consumption, 
[and] to fill in data in the software...”;108

-> A dedicated team at McDonald’s France that “provides a daily presence for the ref-
erent, offers awareness-raising materials and distance learning”; 109

-> The EcoProgress™ Challenge, a “friendly challenge” that “rewards the most en-
vironmentally-friendly restaurants every year.”110

However, the figures reported by the company show this is a small-scale measure. 
The number of restaurants with an EcoProgress™ Referent has significantly dropped 
in the last few years. In 2009, McDonald’s France stated that 94 percent of its 1,161 
restaurants had a EcoProgress™ Crew Member but by 2015 this had decreased to only 
483 restaurants,111 or only 35 percent of restaurants. Additionally, after an increase in 
2012, the number of EcoProgress™ Crew Members decreased between 2013 and 2015, 



—24 May 2017

from 1,217 to 1,158.112 The number of connections to the EcoProgress™ software 
also decreased from 750 connections per week in 2012 to 453 in 2015.113 

2.1.2. Cleanliness Plans 

Since 2007, McDonald’s France has implemented “Cleanliness Plans” in some restau-
rants, which include collecting left-behind packaging around restaurants and making 
customers aware of the work being done by promoting the plans inside 
restaurants.114  McDonald’s announced that 80 percent of the restaurants had a clean-
liness plan by the end of 2012.115 Almost 10 years after their first implementation, 
Cleanliness Plans have not spread to all restaurants. On the contrary, this rate drop-
ped to 77 percent in 2015.116

In addition to cleanliness plans, “some franchisees” are said to take the initiative 
to hire “EcoEquipiers” (“Eco Crew Members”) dedicated to collecting waste left-be-
hind by cars or scooters “up to sometimes 15 kilometers away from restaurants.”117 
McDonald’s stated that “the approach is being tested in several cities in France,”118  but 
the company did not indicate whether the test was successful or not, nor has it dis-
closed the number of EcoEquipiers per restaurant, the average distance that they cov-
er, or their rate of waste collection.119

In some cases, however, collection of waste generated by McDonald’s within a certain 
radius is not the result of commitments made by the company but is required by local 
regulations.120 Additionally, some local regulations require McDonald’s to install “bins 
and/or containers on the local site and its vicinity”121  or “to raise their clientele’s aware-
ness” and to “incite them to use bins located near their establishment.”122 

2.1.3. Left-Behind Packaging Program

In addition to setting up “Cleanliness Plans” in restaurants, McDonald’s France has since 
2009 promoted a “Left-Behind Packaging Program.” This program is the result of a na-
tional charter signed in 2008 between the AMF (Association des Maires de France - Asso-
ciation of Mayors in France) and the SNARR (Syndicat National de l’Alimentation et de la 
Restauration Rapide - the French federation of fast food restaurants that McDonald’s 
France is a part of). According to this charter, the AMF and the SNARR agree to promote 
the signing of local agreements among municipalities, groups of municipalities and 
SNARR-member companies.123 These local agreements generally require, for fast food 
companies, the implementation of a program to fight against left-behind waste and, 
for the municipalities, the creation of a local plan for bins and containers as well as 
the creation of awareness-raising campaigns for the general public.124

Despite the promotion of its Left-Behind Packaging Program, only 250 restaurants in 
France, or less than 18 percent of all restaurants, signed a local agreement to fight 
against left-behind packaging with their local authorities by the end of 2016, eight 
years after the launch of the program.125

In order to emphasize its progress, McDonald’s disclosed until 2013 the number of fran-
chisees involved in the program, the number of partnerships and charters in progress or 
signed, and even the number of municipalities involved.126 127
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Furthermore, McDonald’s France does not provide information regarding waste sor-
ting and recycling of left-behind packaging picked up by “EcoEquipiers.” As waste sor-
ting in restaurants is not widespread at McDonald’s France (see Section 3), it is likely 
that left-behind waste is not sorted even when McDonald’s collects it.

2.2. Actions and projects given up by McDonald’s 
France

In order to promote its program and allow customers to report any problem in rela-
tion to McDonald’s left-behind waste, McDonald’s set up a website called www.man-
gedehorsjettemalin.com.128  However, the website no longer exists,129 and no statistics 
on visits (page views), reports on left-behind waste, or reason for the website being shut 
down were provided.
 
Meanwhile, McDonald’s announced on its blog that it would study the implemen-
tation of an iPhone application to report and locate left-behind waste.130  This pro-
ject was presumably abandoned with no explanation.

The lack of action to raise public awareness 131 or to enter into agreements with local 
authorities is also reflected in the comments posted by McDonald’s staff, local autho-
rities and residents on McDonald’s blog dedicated to the promotion of its environ-
mental activities.132

2.3. Deposit systems rejected by McDonald’s 
France

The company has not tested other systems aimed at reducing left-behind waste. For ins-
tance, the company could create a deposit system or a reward system that provides a re-
bate or free product to customers who return their packaging. Some companies have 
already set up this kind of system in France.133

 
When questioned about this in 2010, McDonald’s France replied that a deposit system 
for packaging reuse cannot be applied to their restaurants because packaging of the 
brand is “light and made from paper, gets dirty, absorbs water, and can rip” and there-
fore cannot be reused.134 Packaging reuse, of course, requires specifically designed 
packaging. 
 
Besides rewards for packaging reuse, McDonald’s could set deposit or reward pro-
grams to encourage recycling. McDonald’s has already launched reward programs for 
waste sorting in some countries, although for waste that was not generated by the 
company. In 2014 in Sweden, McDonald’s launched a temporary promotional marke-
ting campaign to encourage the public to bring empty cans in exchange for one 
hamburger or cheeseburger (10 cans) or one Big Mac (40 cans).135  In the United States, 
McDonald’s partnered with RecycleBank, a company that offered vouchers to consu-
mers who declared they recycle packaging from some brands or who read articles on 
sustainable development on the RecycleBank website.136 In these cases, the aim ap-
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pears to have been more profit-driven than anything else. Through these activities, 
the company may attract new customers and thereby increase sales, since a consu-
mer using a coupon for a free product will usually complete his or her order with other 
products.137 On the contrary, encouraging existing customers to earn free coupons by 
returning their packaging presents less of an economic-incentive for the company, as it 
may not attract new customers.

Above all, these reward systems appear to have always been implemented by McDo-
nald’s for limited periods of time through promotional marketing operations that were 
welcomed by the public. The company’s image then benefited from the positive press 
articles, without having to renew or systematize the changes in operations.

In essence, the company’s left-behind packaging measures have had limited re-
sults. There is a lack of Cleanliness Plans and only a small number of restaurants 
with an EcoProgress™ Crew Member. In order to avoid any suspicion of 
greenwashing, the company should present detailed data on the results of actions 
undertaken. Moreover, in order to actually limit left-behind packaging, the com-
pany should reduce the amount of disposable packaging distributed to consu-
mers or implement reward systems that encourage consumers to return their pac-
kaging (see Section 4). 
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SECTION 3 

MCDONALD’S WASTE 
RECYCLING IN 
FRANCE: DECLINING 
RESULTS_

Waste recovery becomes necessary only once waste has been created and thrown 
away. As stated earlier in this report, McDonald’s business model is based on dispos-
able packaging. The company fails to adhere to the waste management hierarchy ad-
vocated by European and national guidelines, which advocate preventing waste pro-
duction, and then sets a primary goal of re-use and a secondary goal of recycling. 
Waste recovery is, according to these hierarchies, a last resort.

McDonald’s is considered a waste producer according to France’s Environmental 
code.138 As a result, the company is required to manage or have someone manage 
waste that results from its business and is liable until elimination or final recovery of 
that waste.139

In accordance with the principle of extended producer responsibility, McDonald’s is 
obliged to set up individual systems for collection and processing of waste resulting 
from its products, or to pay a fee to an eco-organization, “Eco-Emballages.”140

This report analyzes the data provided by McDonald’s regarding waste recovery on 
the kitchen side (3.1.) and in the dining area (3.2.).

3.1. Waste generated on the kitchen side

By the end of 2015, McDonald’s France reported that used cooking oils, delivery car-
tons and whipped cream aerosols were being collected for recovery. In addition, the 
company had begun some work on biowaste recovery.141

3.1.1. Delivery cartons

For many years, McDonald’s France has promoted the recovery of its delivery car-
tons in the paper industry.142 Martin-Brower, the company responsible for logis-
tics, packaging and delivery to McDonald’s restaurants, collects the cartons after 
delivery. 

However, McDonald’s does not clearly indicate whether or not this recovery oc-
curs at all restaurants. In 2007, McDonald’s stated that 7,722 tons of delivery car-
tons from 661 restaurants had been recycled,143 even though the company had 
1,085 restaurants at that time.144  For other restaurants, the company stated “cartons 
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are often sorted in the kitchens and collected through local waste sorting systems set up 
by local authorities, as is the case for households, or by the waste collecting system set 
up in the mall when a restaurant is located in a mall.”145 

Today, while approximately 13,000 tons of delivery cartons are recycled each year,146 

McDonald’s does not indicate whether this figure covers all restaurants. 

Regardless, the system set up by Martin-Brower for recycling cartons could also work 
with reusable delivery containers. For McDonald’s, which already uses reusable bas-
kets for buns,147 this could save over 13,000 tons of carton waste from deliveries each 
year.

3.1.2. Cooking oils

Since 2004, McDonald’s has had systems in place to transform used cooking oils into 
fuel. Used cooking oils are stored in restaurants, then collected and filtered by two 
French suppliers, Ecogras and Sud Recuperation. Once cleaned, oils are sent to a 
transformer that processes them into biodiesel “that can be used in pure or mixed 
form, in any proportion, with gas oils and heating oil to supply diesel engines and heat-
ing systems.” 148 

Until 2009, all cooking oils from McDonald’s restaurants in France were sent to Vital Fettre-
cycling in Germany for processing. Since 2009, a portion of all cooking oils is processed in 
France at the Limay plant.

At the moment in France, processed oils can be mixed in diesel available to the public if 
they make up no more than 8 percent of the mixture. However, according to McDonald’s 
statements, Martin-Brower’s entire truck fleet has been operating since 2006 using B30, a 
biodiesel blended up to 30 percent,149 which is allowed for use by a “captive fleet.”150 

McDonald’s says it wants to go further and has obtained authorizations to experimen-
tally run 10 to 17 trucks with B100, a 100 percent biodiesel.151  McDonald’s is the only 
company to have such authorization.152  Currently, the company is in discussion with 
public authorities for permission to make permanent use of B100 for all Martin-Brow-
er trucks.153

This McDonald’s initiative has to be put into perspective: these efforts that it pro-
motes as evidence of its environmentally-friendly business practices largely result 
from legal requirements dating back to 2012. The law requires all entities producing 
more than 60 liters of cooking oils per year to sort and recover food oils. Furthermore, 
local health regulations prohibit the discharge of these oils into sewers or household 
waste.154 McDonald’s is far from being the only company to recover cooking oils: 
Quick and KFC use the same provider to collect them (Ecogras, a subsidiary of Veolia, 
which operates the only biofuel processing plant based in Limay, France).155 
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3.1.3. Food waste and biowaste recovery 

3.1.3.1. Food waste at McDonald’s

In France, ten million tons of food are lost or wasted every year in all stages of the food 
chain, according to a recent study published by ADEME.156

Mass and commercial catering have a special responsibility since “four times more 
food is wasted in mass and commercial catering than in households (130g per guest per 
meal compared to 32g in households).”157 The food service industry represents “42 per-
cent of total food waste at the consumption stage even though we only consume 15 
percent of meals outside of our homes.”158 

French law n° 2016-138, passed February 11, 2016, establishes priorities to fight 
against food waste, namely:159

1 - Prevention of food waste;
2 - Use of unsold food for human consumption, through donation or processing;
3 - Recovery for animal feed;
4 - Use as organic compost purposes for agriculture or energy recovery, in particular by 

methanization.

McDonald’s restaurants apply standardized food preparation policies. Thus, most 
burgers and fries are prepared in advance before they are ordered. Once food is re-
moved from the freezer and cooked, it cannot be retained if it is not then promptly 
ordered. Strict rules of hygiene and quality require that fries unsold after 7 minutes 
have to be immediately thrown into the garbage bin, as well as burgers left in open-
air.160 

These policies cause a huge amount of food being thrown away: in 2015, 20 percent 
of the company’s waste was organic waste coming from kitchens,161 which can be es-
timated (since McDonald’s France does not provide figures) to be at least 16,550 tons 
in 2015.162 Since most of the ingredients do not require an additional preparation step 
in kitchens, it can be assumed that a large proportion of this waste corresponds to 
food being thrown away. Most importantly, McDonald’s food being thrown away has 
considerably increased in three years: organic waste accounted for 20 percent of the 
company’s waste in 2015 compared to 13 percent in 2013,163 and the total amount of 
waste was increasing as well over the period. 

McDonald’s discloses very little information about food produced by its restau-
rants that is thrown away and does not put forward any measures to prevent or 
reduce it. A restaurant has even been criticized recently for threatening to fire em-
ployees who had offered their own meals to homeless people.164

In addition, the company appears to be behind schedule regarding organic waste (or 
biowaste) sorting.

3.1.3.2. Biowaste sorting 

McDonald’s lists biowaste that it generates as “product losses, coffee grounds, grill 
grease, and plant waste as the case may be.”165
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At the end of 2015, biowaste sorting on the kitchen side was “gradually spreading”166 in 
France according to McDonald’s and was therefore far from being widespread. If some 
biowaste was sent to methanization or compost systems, most waste was not recovered.

This lack of recovery shows non-compliance with the waste hierarchy and also a po-
tential failure to comply with the duty to sort and recover biowaste provided by the 
French Environmental Code.167

This obligation to sort biowaste was put in place in 2012. Originally, it applied only to 
the largest producers of biowaste generating more than 120 tons of biowaste per year, 
but the threshold triggering its application was gradually lowered.168 Since January 1, 
2016, the obligation to sort and recover biowaste applies to producers generating 
more than ten tons of biowaste per year and per restaurant.169 

In order to evaluate the amount of biowaste generated by a restaurant, a study was 
carried out by the Groupement National de Restauration (GNR - National Catering 
Group) and ADEME.170 The results were included in a governmental circular dated 
January 10, 2012.171  This study found a ratio of 43 grams of biowaste per purchase 
receipt in the fast-food industry, excluding biowaste from the dining area.

In order to assess whether they are required to sort biowaste, fast food restaurant 
operators may either (1) use this ratio, (2) carry out their own weighing, or (3) “if they 
are part of a chain, rely on the ratios established by the chain when the production 
mode, recipes and food used are standardized in all restaurants.”172 

As pointed out in the governmental circular dated January 10, 2012, failure to comply 
with the obligation to sort and recover biowaste may lead to administrative penalties 
from authorities, including a maximum fine of €150,000173 as well as criminal penal-
ties including two years of imprisonment and a €75,000 fine.174

Two calculation methods can be applied based on information provided by the 
company to estimate the amount of biowaste produced by McDonald’s restau-
rants.

a) First Method:
In 2014 in France, McDonald’s reported serving an average of two million meals per 
day,175 or 730 million meals per year. These meals are served across McDonald’s 
France’s 1,345 restaurants,176 making for an average 1,487 meals per restaurant per 
day or 542,751 meals per restaurant per year.

When using the ratio of 43 grams of biowaste per receipt and assuming that one re-
ceipt corresponds to one meal, it follows that McDonald’s restaurants generate on 
average 23.3 tons of biowaste per year.177

Based on this figure, McDonald’s should have had all of its restaurants sorting 
biowaste as early as 2015 when the threshold triggering the obligation to sort 
biowaste was still 20 tons.

b) Second Method:
In 2014 as in 2015, McDonald’s stated that organic waste on the kitchen side account-
ed for approximately 20 percent of total waste but did not report any other figures.178 

However, it is possible to estimate the tonnage of organic waste from the tonnage of 
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used cooking oils and the proportion of used cooking oils to total waste.179 Based on 
these figures, organic waste on the kitchen side represented at least 14,610 tons at 
the end of 2014 and 16,552 tons at the end of 2015.180 

Knowing that McDonald’s had 1,345 restaurants at the end of 2014 and 1,388 restau-
rants at the end of 2015, each restaurant was producing an average of 10.9 tons of 
biowaste per year in 2014 and 11.9 tons in 2015.181

Based on this data, McDonald’s restaurants in France would have been required 
to implement biowaste sorting beginning on January 1, 2016.

In either case, McDonald’s compliance with the sorting requirement in 2016 is ques-
tionable, since the company acknowledged at the end of 2015 that biowaste sorting 
on the kitchen side was only “gradually spreading.”182

Non-compliance by McDonald’s would be all the more open to criticism as the com-
pany knew as early as July 2011, after publication of the governmental decree trigger-
ing the sorting requirement, that its restaurants had to comply with the decree start-
ing in 2015 if using the general ratio of 43 grams per receipt or in 2016 based on data 
published by McDonald’s France. Moreover, McDonald’s has already established bio-
waste sorting in some countries, including Germany,183 and is an additional illustra-
tion of McDonald’s geographically variable waste policy.

3.2. Waste generated in the dining area

Waste generated in the dining area mainly consists of packaging and meal leftovers 
from customers. Packaging can consist of many items, including: sandwich boxes and 
cups for fries, foils for sandwiches, cups, lids, straws and straw packs, packs for sauc-
es, salad boxes and lids, cutlery and cutlery packaging, containers for desserts, and 
promotional tray papers.

As the company has not changed its business model based on disposable packaging 
to one using reusable packaging, this waste should at least be recycled rather than 
incinerated or buried.

A governmental decree dated March 10, 2016,184 has made it compulsory for produc-
ers and holders of non-domestic waste to sort paper, metals, plastics, glass and wood. 
Producers must comply if their waste is collected by local municipalities and they 
generate more than 1,100 tons of waste per week, or if they use private service provid-
ers for waste collection, regardless of the amount of waste produced. At least some 
McDonald’s restaurants are likely affected by this requirement to sort their recyclable 
packaging waste consisting of paper and cardboard. 

While in 2012 more than nine out of ten French people considered it useful to sort 
waste,185 McDonald’s still does not appear to have widespread waste sorting in its 
restaurants in France. 

Customers express bewilderment on this subject, since waste sorting is one of the 
most frequently raised issues in the comments published on the company’s blog 
dedicated to environmental matters. For nearly a decade, McDonald’s has said 
that it has conducted experiments in some pilot restaurants, and that it has 
achieved good results and is in the process of deploying sorting in the dining area.



—32 May 2017

3.2.1. McDonald’s statements regarding waste sorting 

Statements from the fast food giant over the years regarding waste sorting are partic-
ularly revealing.186 For instance, McDonald’s website providing “corporate data” to 
the public on waste sorting has not been updated since 2008.187 On McDonald’s blog 
dedicated to environmental matters, the issue is regularly raised in comments posted 
by users.

-> 2009: In January 2009, McDonald’s indicated that it had “already carried out tests 
in dining areas in the restaurants located in Labège and Bègles by providing easily 
identifiable sorting bins” and emphasized that “these experiments were welcomed 
by our customers” and that the brand had “achieved good results.”188 In August 
2009, the company said it was “hoping for a deployment in the coming months.”189

-> 2010: In January 2010, the company indicated that approximately 60 restaurants 
had tested sorting solutions, but only for plastic bottles and cans.190 The sorting 
that McDonald’s was proposing at that time was only partial sorting, since 90 per-
cent of its packaging consists of paper and cardboard. Facing impatience and be-
wilderment from some customers, the company began to emphasize the impossi-
bility of widespread sorting by blaming the inexistence of recovery channels 
accepting soiled paper or cardboard packaging, and the lack of collecting routes 
set up by local authorities that would collect waste from restaurants along with 
waste from households.191 

-> 2011: McDonald’s reported 100 restaurants offering sorting for plastic bottles and 
cans only, and continued to criticize the lack of routes that collect restaurant waste 
along with household waste, while indicating it was considering using private ser-
vice providers.192

-> 2012: The company indicated that it pursued the “objective to collect and recover 
all waste sorted in restaurants (kitchen and customer side)”193 and put in place an 
experimental program in 15 restaurants with private service providers collecting 
waste. “After a preliminary sorting in separate trash bins”, these providers were col-
lecting waste “in a single visit thanks to compartmentalized trucks” and then “col-
lected flows [were] gathered on an intermediate platform before being sent to the 
most appropriate waste recovery chain (recycling, compost, methanization ...).”194

-> 2013: McDonald’s reported a gradual deployment of waste sorting and recovery in 
restaurants by using a mixed system with “local authorities taking care of waste 
that they can recover and a private service provider for all other waste.”195 At the end 
of 2013, McDonald’s highlighted the signing of an agreement with Eco-Emballages 
in order to “provide a framework for the support and evolution of the system.”196

-> 2014 and 2015: McDonald’s kept on emphasizing the alleged difficulty relating to 
using private service providers because of the lack of widespread waste collection 
for companies by local authorities. The company underlined that it had “imagined 
and tested a suitable solution which would be the most appropriate to drive our cus-
tomers in this adventure and to ease the work of our teams (...) [and which] is based 
on a simple sorting gesture, ergonomic furniture, incentive signage, awareness-rais-
ing materials for our customers” and indicated that “the system will gradually enter 
in a deployment phase.”197
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 The company mentioned that the “first restaurants have begun to implement sort-
ing at the end of 2014,”198 thereby contradicting its announcements that sorting 
had been taking place in some restaurants for several years. To highlight its efforts, 
the company quoted the testimony of a restaurant manager working with a private 
service provider, Veolia.199

 At the end of 2015, the company indicated that “the deployment of packaging sort-
ing in restaurants’ dining areas is in progress and (...) is a well-established work 
stream”200 and that “in restaurants’ dining areas the experimental phases for pack-
aging sorting continue”.201

 However, McDonald’s claims seem to be contradicted by the facts: a municipal ser-
vice collecting a restaurant’s waste at no extra cost complained about a manager 
who refused to implement sorting in the dining area “because increasing the num-
ber of bins in the dining area would not be in line with ‘the pleasant atmosphere’ 
that the restaurant must have...”202  McDonald’s also refrained from providing a list 
of restaurants with waste sorting in their dining areas despite requests from cus-
tomers.203

-> 2016 : At the end of 2016, McDonald’s France celebrated on its blog its waste sort-
ing experimentation that enabled it to “approve a practical waste sorting option 
‘like at home’, as well as appropriate design for bins and instructions to custom-
ers.”204 The company was once again highlighting its desire to “integrate selective 
collection by public services wherever possible” and, failing that, to “find a collec-
tion solution with private service providers.”205

-> 2017 : In February 2017, Eco-Emballages published a “Guide to implement sorting 
in dining areas” for the fast food industry building off of the “experimentation car-
ried out with McDonald’s.”206  This praise of the brand does not negate the fact that 
McDonald’s still does not appear to have widespread sorting in its restaurants.

Currently, the company does not provide information on the number of restaurants 
that have waste sorting, the number of restaurants hiring a private service provider 
compared to the number of restaurants involving municipal services for waste collec-
tion, or the breakdown of waste recovery by type (recycling, compost, methaniza-
tion). The company only discloses that 25 percent of all its waste is recycled, which is 
lower than in previous years.

3.2.2. McDonald’s and the “5 Flux” Decree

The governmental decree dated March 10, 2016,207 also known as the “5 Flux” Decree, 
requires that producers and holders of non-domestic waste sort paper, metals, plas-
tics, glass and wood.

This requirement is applicable regardless of the amount of waste produced if the pro-
ducer or holder of waste uses a private service provider for waste collection. This af-
fects part of McDonald’s restaurants in France, but the company does not disclose the 
exact number.
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For producers and holders of waste that is collected by local municipalities, this legal 
sorting requirement is applicable if they produce more than 1,100 liters of waste per 
week. Here again, McDonald’s does not disclose the amount of paper and cardboard 
waste produced by its restaurants. Based on some estimates, McDonald’s restaurants 
benefiting from waste collection by public services could be subject to this sorting 
requirement.208 

3.2.3. McDonald’s and selective sorting abroad

In other countries, however, the brand has had widespread sorting in its restaurants 
for a long time, and applies various methods.

In Germany, workers have carried out sorting in all restaurants since 1993.209 The 
company invites customers to leave their trays on trolleys, which are then sorted out 
in the kitchen.210 

The same occurs in Austria where specially trained crew members supervise waste 
sorting which is then collected by a recycling company.211 In total, 95 percent of 
restaurant waste is recycled in Austria, whereas in France only 25 percent of waste 
was recycled in 2015.212 

In the Netherlands, the company set up a recycling system in 1992, with sorting by 
employees and with waste collection by trucks belonging to the company,213 and it 
achieved a 98 percent recycling rate.214 The same system has been in use in Belgium 
since 2009.215

In Hungary, McDonald’s says it has been engaging in selective waste collection for 
more than 20 years.216

3.2.4. Why McDonald’s France is lagging behind

So why is McDonald’s waiting to implement selective sorting in its restaurants in 
France, while this approach has been in place for many years in other countries?

First of all, it is clear that French consumers do not hold McDonald’s accountable for 
the lack of widespread sorting. Indeed, in France, the world’s second largest market 
for McDonald’s just behind the United States, the company has seen its sales increase 
continuously for more than 10 years: the company has no particular incentive to im-
plement an environmental measure such as selective sorting since its customers do 
not deviate from the brand.

McDonald’s also clearly demonstrates its willingness to put the cost of selective sort-
ing and resulting waste recovery on local authorities rather than using a private pro-
vider.

In order to justify not employing private providers, McDonald’s explained in 2010 that 
setting up a specific collection for its restaurants would be “nonsensical from an eco-
nomic and environmental point of view,” as it would be difficult to have a positive en-
vironmental result from trucks coming to pick up a few kilograms of waste for recov-
ery.217 
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However, the company has no problem with the number of kilometers traveled by 
trucks for other types of waste: since the 2000s, trucks have been picking up used 
cooking oils from French restaurants to transport them originally to a site in Germany, 
and in later years to a single site located in Limay, France. In addition, McDonald’s 
could rely on Martin-Brower’s trucks, which are already supplying all restaurants in 
France and are collecting delivery cartons from restaurants for reuse in the paper in-
dustry (see above).

The company’s priority seems to consist in integrating its waste into municipal collec-
tion systems in order to avoid paying a private service provider, as the company con-
siders that the fee it pays to Eco-Emballages should be enough to finance waste col-
lection and processing. Indeed, like any company producing packaging waste, 
McDonald’s pays a fee to Eco-Emballages, a private organization comprised of pack-
aging manufacturers, major retailers and representatives from the materials indus-
tries, that is used to finance waste sorting, collection and recycling.218 In 2010, McDon-
ald’s France complained about changes to the basis for fee calculation applied by 
Eco-Emballages to all McDonald’s packaging that generated an additional cost of €7 
million for the company.219 The company likely feels that payment of this fee, which 
takes all its packaging into account, should cover waste selective collection by local 
authorities at all its restaurants and free the company from having to use private ser-
vice providers.

Such a position hardly seems compatible with the image of a company concerned 
with sustainable development that McDonald’s attempts to convey. Meanwhile, the 
company has been using private service providers for many years in other European 
countries and even owns its own trucks, and is in a highly profitable financial situa-
tion which would allow it to easily finance its waste recovery.

In light of all this, it is not surprising that only 25 percent of the company’s waste is 
actually recycled in France,220 while in other countries the recycling rate is closer to 90 
percent.221

In essence with regard to recycling, McDonald’s France focuses on the recovery of 
cooking oils, which is required by law, and recycling of delivery cartons through Mar-
tin-Brower’s services. Beyond this, McDonald’s France waste management policy is 
characterized by a decrease of its recycling rate. The proportion of actually recycled 
waste fell between 2013 and 2015 from 26.5 percent of produced waste to 25 percent. 
In 2016, waste sorting does not seem to be widespread at McDonald’s restaurants de-
spite the fact that at least some of the restaurants are legally required to sort paper 
and cardboard since March. Moreover, McDonald’s France lags behind its European 
neighbors. Recyclable waste is sorted in a minority of restaurants in France, while the 
brand has put in place selective sorting in neighboring countries for many years in-
cluding Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, and Austria where restaurants report 
recycling rates that are higher to 90 percent. 

Biowaste from kitchens accounted for 13 percent of all waste in 2013 and jumped to 
20.3 percent in 2015. Since most of McDonald’s ingredients do not require further 
steps for preparation in kitchens, a substantial part of this biowaste is actually food 
prepared in kitchens and then thrown away and this amount of waste is increasing. 
Finally, a portion of McDonald’s restaurants in France may not be in line with the legal 
requirement that biowaste be sorted for recovery. 
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SECTION 4

CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS _

The analysis of McDonald’s France’s Waste Plan and its effects reveal a company that 
is turning its back on a sustainable economy and better management of resources. 
The promotion of the company’s green image fails to mask a business model based 
on disposable packaging – distributing 115 tons of packaging per day in France – 
along with increasing amounts of waste and declining recycling performances.
 
This report also reflects McDonald’s France’s lack of transparency on a number of data 
that are essential to measure the company’s efforts regarding sustainable develop-
ment. Finally, it demonstrates the company’s tendency to put forward short-lived or 
short-range initiatives, a practice common to greenwashing.

Ultimately, the brand’s waste policy across the globe appears to be geographically 
variable, while its customers can expect the multinational to have standardized waste 
management practices, in addition to the standardized meals and services that it 
already offers to its customers throughout the world.
 
Due to its dominant position in the fast food industry in France and its financial 
strength, the multinational (and its French subsidiary) has ample resources that 
would allow the company to put measures in place to contribute to a more sustai-
nable economy. Beyond a reduction of waste produced, this change in practices could 
help the entire fast food industry evolve, as the industry’s widespread use of dispo-
sable packaging currently has a heavy impact on the environment.

In order to reduce packaging waste produced in restaurants:

McDonald’s makes no distinction between eat-in and take-out and uses disposable 
packaging in both situations. 

-> By using reusable dishware for eat-in orders, which account for 50 percent of its 
sales, the brand could avoid the production of more than 15,000 tons of waste per 
year. McDonald’s is already using reusable coffee mugs in its McCafés, which shows 
that the practice is possible.
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In order to reduce packaging resulting from take-out:

Many forms of packaging that are systematically provided at the counter are in 
fact unnecessary. 

-> McDonald’s could define best practices to reduce packaging provided at 
the counter (such as over-packaging for Happy MealTM orders, and automati-
cally providing bags and plastic) and systematically train its employees on 
these issues;

-> The brand could also encourage its customers to bring their own bag to carry-
out their order, following the example of some fast food brands such as Starbucks 
in the United States and in the United Kingdom that offer discounts to customers 
who bring their own containers;

The company owns 1,419 restaurants throughout France and controls all of its fran-
chisees’ supply-chain.

-> McDonald’s could set up a deposit system for packaging and provide reu-
sable boxes or cups that consumers could return. This would both reduce the 
waste produced and reduce left-behind packaging.

In order to comply with legal requirements in terms of waste sorting for recycling 
purposes:

McDonald’s has not implemented widespread sorting for recyclable packaging (paper 
and cardboard) littered in its restaurants and for biowaste generated in kitchens. Yet, 
this type of sorting is compulsory when restaurants are above certain thresholds rela-
ting to waste production.

-> The company should promptly implement widespread sorting of these two 
types of waste in all its restaurants, as is already the case in many neighboring 
countries in Europe.

-> McDonald’s should disclose data reporting the number of restaurants in 
France that have recyclable packaging and biowaste sorting, as well as repor-
ting the amount of waste generated per restaurant.
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APPENDIX   
SELECTION OF 
MCDONALD’S 
PRODUCT PACKAGING 
AND CORRESPONDING 
WEIGHT* _

PACKAGING WEIGHT
Sandwiches and Salad
Big Mac box 16 g

McChicken box 14 g

Box for 6 chicken McNuggets and sauce pack 10 g

Cheeseburger foil 3 g

McFish foil 2 g

Croque McDo foil 2 g

Hot dog Box (current promotion) 21 g

Salad (box + packed cutlery + sauce pack) 52 g

Sides (Fries, Potatoes, Small salad)
Paper bag for small fries <1 g

Cup for medium fries 7 g

Cup for big fries 10 g

Small Salad (box + packed cutlery + sauce pack) 33 g

Drinks (excluding cans)
Small drink (cup + lid + packed straw) 10 g

Medium drink (cup + lid + packed straw) 13 g

Big drink (cup + lid + packed straw) 15 g

My little juice 9 g

Desserts
McFlurry (cup + lid + spoon) 14 g

Sundae (cup + lid + spoon) 10 g

Frappé (box + straw) 13 g

Berlingo Fruits 6 g

Apple slices <1 g

Pineapple slices 2 g
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McCafé
Coffee (cup + lid) 18 g

Cookie Pack 4 g

Peanuts Pack <1 g

Specific products in Happy MealsTM

Small tomatoes <1 g

Happy MealTM  yoghurt 6 g

Toy packaging 4 g

Happy MealTM Box 40 g

Others
Paper napkin 3 g

"Croisillon" (meal carrier) (take-out) 20 g

Paper bag (take-out) 30 g

Table set (eat-in) 6 g

* Weighing made with packaging offered by one McDonald’s restaurant in April 2017
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