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TABLE 1. Straw data for the Boardwalk Family of Restaurants from 2016 
to 2019. 

YEAR STRAWS 
USED

YEARLY 
CHANGE

STRAW 
MATERIAL

SSC 
IMPLEMENTED

2016 223,500 N/A Plastic No

2017 177,500 –46,000 Plastic No

2018 115,100 –62,400
Plastic and 

biodegradable
Yes, but soft 

launch

2019 116,000 +900* Paper Yes, full launch

TOTAL 632,100 –107,500

*Increased straw use in 2019, but 30% more sales that year. 

SPOTLIGHT
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Plastics, one type of marine debris, account for nearly 90% of 
beach cleanup litter collected (Surfrider Foundation, 2022), with 
22 million pounds (10 million kilograms) entering the Great Lakes 
annually, half going into Lake Erie (Hoffman and Hittinger, 2017). 
Lake Erie provides drinking water for 12 million people and sup-
ports a $12.9 billion coastal tourism industry (USEPA, 2022). 
Plastic is hazardous to aquatic life through entanglement, inges-
tion, and associated contaminants (Derraik, 2002), and negatively 
impacts Ohio’s economy (NOAA Marine Debris Program, 2019).

South Bass Island, Ohio, the study area for this project, is home 
to 525 year-round residents and a destination for 750,000 tour-
ists each summer. Island business plastics use, limited waste 
management, and lack of visitor awareness about the negative 
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effects of plastic pollution led to heavily littered coastal areas. 
Island residents, many of whom are local business owners, frus-
trated with the litter, decided to embrace strategies to reduce 
the amount of plastic pollution. As a place to start, owners and 
managers from the Boardwalk Family of Restaurants (BFR), the 
island’s largest restaurant establishment, decided to reduce 
single- use plastics in their restaurants, beginning with straws. 
In 2019, Ohio Sea Grant and BFR implemented a Skip the Straw 
campaign (SSC) focused on reducing plastic straw use. 

Menu messaging informed patrons as to why the restaurant 
was skipping straws (Figure 1). Two staff trainings, led by Ohio 
Sea  Grant, provided information about the issue, highlighted 
alternatives to single-use plastics, and offered suggestions on 
how to answer patron questions. Plastics are often seen as only 
an ocean issue, and people do not think they are a problem in 
freshwater. Therefore, we focused on training staff to provide 
information relevant to Lake Erie. Beach cleanups were used to 
make staff more aware of frequently found trash items, some of 
which came from their restaurants. 

Before the SSC, BFR put plastic straws in every drink. Upon 
implementation of the SSC, staff were trained to give custom-
ers a paper straw only when requested. Since 2016, when BFR 
began tracking straw use, the restaurant has used 107,500 fewer 
straws (Table 1). An increase of 900 straws used was seen in 
2019, despite full launch of the SSC. It was likely caused by a 
30% increase in sales that year. BFR continues to only use paper 
straws upon request. Despite using fewer straws, a financial sav-
ings for the restaurant was not noticed because the price per unit 
of paper straws is more than for plastic straws, increasing net cost. 

 
The Upper Deck is proud to con�nue our par�cipa�on in 
the Skip the Straw, Save our Lake campaign. All of our 
beverages will no longer come with a plas�c straw in an 
effort to help eliminate plas�c pollu�on from entering 
our lake. Please join us in this effort to help keep Lake 
Erie beau�ful and free of plas�c pollu�on for genera�ons 
to come! S�ll prefer a straw? No Problem! Just ask! We 
are star�ng with the straw, and our goal is to con�nue 
reducing plas�c from our everyday use. 

 

FIGURE 1. Skip the Straw Campaign messaging provided in restau-
rant menus.
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At the end of 2019, a focus group with 23 waitstaff, two man-
agers, and one owner was held to gather feedback on the SSC’s 
effectiveness. As a result of the SSC, restaurant trainings, and 
beach cleanups, all restaurant staff became more aware of the 
issue of single-use plastics. Three staff members stopped using 
straws and all staff switched to using reusable cups or bot-
tles. Focus group results determined customer response to the 
SSC was positive. Staff stated that lots of conversation around 
the SSC occurred. For example, customers would ask why paper 
instead of plastic was being used for straws, or they would 
request a straw. However, once they were made aware of the 
local concerns, customers understood the reasoning behind the 
campaign, and many decided they no longer needed a straw. 
These educated conversations encouraged pro-environmental 
behavior changes similar to results shown in a study by Hurst 
et al. (2023). Waitstaff did not report reduced tips and business 
was not lost because of the SSC. To support other restaurants 
wanting to reduce single- use plastics, staff suggested several 
strategies (Box 1). 

Staff trainings, beach cleanup events, and the SSC catalyzed 
staff and customer pro-environmental behavior changes that led 
to reduced plastics use. While marine debris information is often 
targeted to ocean communities, tools created for this project 
were Lake Erie focused, allowing people to identify with the issue 
locally and to see how their actions impact the island community 
and the quality of its water.

BOX 1. STRATEGIES FOR REDUCING SINGLE-USE PLASTICS AT A RESTAURANT 

• Train restaurant staff on the importance of the campaign and the “why” behind it. 
• Provide management support for sustainable business practices.

• Display messaging about the campaign so patrons can learn more.

• Train staff on how to answer patron questions and provide educated conversation about 
the campaign.

• Participate in beach cleanups to show the frequency of littered plastics, sometimes items from 
their own restaurant. 

• Change locations of single-use plastic items so the habit of freely grabbing them is difficult. 
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