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Illinois Sustainable Technology Center (ISTC)

Net Zero Center for 
Excellence

Center for Economic 
Impacts and Societal 

Benefits (CEISB)

Emerging 
Contaminants

Zero Waste

Materials management, 
waste reduction/diversion

Technology Acceleration 
Program

Pollution prevention and 
energy efficiency

Environmental and 
Societal Systems Research 

Social science research & 
community engagement

Knowledge Services & 
Collaboration

Support ISTC scientists 
throughout the 
research/project lifecycle

It is the mission of CEISB to assist businesses, governmental organizations, 
and citizens in improving environmental performance and economy. 



Our mission is to empower organizations with practical solutions for climate, 
energy, and sustainability. 



The Illinois Green Business Program

• Founded in 2008 by the Illinois Green Business Association (IGBA), 
now a partnership between EnergySense and IGBA.

• Goal: provide pathways that connect businesses to sustainability best 
practices that help businesses reduce costs, increase operational 
efficiency, and lower environmental impact.

• Services provided:

• On-demand support and education

• Technical assessments

• Green Business Benchmark

• Green Business Certification



Why Sustainability Matters Now for 
Food Businesses

It’s hard for food businesses to fully 
embrace and act on sustainability 
opportunities…

• Costs of business increasing 

• Constantly managing turnover

• Limited time - pivoting to meet today 
and tomorrow’s needs

• Operate on tight profit margins – not a 
lot of extra capital for investments

… but food businesses are nimble, and 
they can lead the sustainability 
movement!

• Provide expert guidance to prioritize 
meaningful opportunities to reduce 
costs, increase efficiencies

• Connections to practical tools and 
incentives

• Efficiency with resources now = long 
term viability and community impact!



Zero Waste Benefits

Environmental
• Reduce environmental footprint

o Minimizing waste to landfills
o Materials to their highest and best use
o Reduce pollution and emissions

Social
• Sense of pride for employees
• Marketing edge 

Financial
• Cost savings – waste reduction 
• Cost transfer – reducing trash service to add compost service

Environment

Society

Economy



Waste Hierarchies



Food Waste Assessments 2023

Challenges 

• Lack of physical space in the kitchen
o Addition of compost bins

• Staff communication
o Multiple shifts
o Standard operating procedures 

• Designating a champion
o Engage employees early in the process

We worked with 5 small food-focused businesses on food waste. This included site visits, waste 
audits, and food waste reduction and diversion implementation. 

62% of all material sorted was 
compostable.



Reducing PFAS 
Exposure in 
Chicagoland

Increase the adoption of compostable, 
PFAS-free foodware



Expanding Access to PFAS-Free Foodware
Goal: Increase the adoption of alternative, single-use foodware 
without harmful PFAS (no or safer coating).

Working with 30 businesses in the Chicagoland area to provide:

• No-cost foodware assessments to food-focused businesses

• Up to $300 to purchase PFAS-free foodware products to test

• Connections to PFAS-free foodware suppliers in the region

• Other sustainability opportunities that benefit a business’ 
bottom line



Lessons Learned
• Businesses are interested in safer foodware options and care 

about customer PFAS exposure and getting ahead of state 
legislation

• The issue: It’s challenging for businesses to know what to look for!

• Compostable product branding can be a deterrent for a business 
to purchase items

• Not all products are more expensive, but it depends on actual 
purchasing volume and current product pricing

• Most businesses are ok paying a little more a month to know the 
product will be effective for housing their food 



Lessons Learned

• Businesses open to using different 
looking products, but the product 
must have similar attributes 
(performance, visual) to what they 
already use.



We look forward to sharing our results!
• Producing a foodware guide, flyers for 

businesses and the public, economic 
analysis, and case studies

• All documents will be available on our 
website.

• Will hold webinars in January 2026 to 
showcase findings

• We would like to expand this initiative across 
the state. 

• Interested in partnering? Let’s chat!



Sustainability Assessments – 2025/2026! 

Source Reduction Assistance
Small food businesses in 
DuPage or Kane counties.

Beverage Resilience Program 
Breweries, wineries, 
distilleries, and other craft 
beverage businesses across 
Illinois.



Thank you! 
Zach Samaras

Zero Waste Program Manager
Illinois Sustainable Technology Center (ISTC)

zsamaras@illinois.edu
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Cassie Carroll
Assistant Director

EnergySense Resilience Center
ccarrol2@uillinois.edu
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