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If you visited any of the many local restaurants in Ashland this summer, you likely discovered 

that several served your beverage without a straw. If you asked for a straw, many of them 

probably served you a paper straw. This is because the City of Ashland’s Conservation 

Commission worked with more than fourteen local businesses this summer to launch the pilot 

Straws-on-Demand program. The Conservation Commission was inspired to act when Louise 

Shawkat, a SOCAN activist, presented to the Commission about plastic waste from straws and 

she requested for Ashland to act.  

Why straws? According to the National Park Service, Americans use 500 million plastic 

drinking straws every day, enough to fill 125 school buses with straws. However, when offered a 

straw, 50 to 80 percent of consumers choose not to take one. With this new knowledge, the 

Conservation Commission developed the Straws-on-Demand pilot program. To participate, 

select businesses followed two basic guidelines: 1) to only offer straws on demand, which means 

a straw isn’t automatically served with a beverage, and 2) to only offer paper or reusable straws, 

no plastic or “compostable” plastic straws.  

Compostable straws are discouraged as they are considered the wolf in sheep’s clothing of the 

sustainability movement. Unless they are heated to 120 degrees at an industrial composting 

facility, which there are none nearby, they can easily take over one hundred years to decompose 

in landfills. Adding to the confusion, compostable products of all kinds should never go into 

recycling carts as they mimic actual plastic at sorting facilities and will contaminate that 

“stream” of material.  

The Straws-on-Demand program started in mid-May with a handful of businesses and ballooned 

to more than fourteen formal participants as word got out. The “official” pilot ended in mid-

August, with all participants planning to continue their Straws-on- Demand programs beyond the 

pilot. Participating restaurants reported that they used an average of 72 percent fewer straws 

during the program than before and that feedback from customers and employees was 

overwhelmingly positive.  

Straws are just one example of the many single-use disposable conveniences we’ve become 

needlessly accustomed to. If you are interested in making truly earth-friendly choices, it’s 

important to consider opting out of all single-use disposable products while opting in for 

products that can be used repeatedly. The Conservation Commission is continuing to work on 

opportunities to partner with local restaurants to reduce waste.  

If you own a restaurant in Ashland, or know someone who does, and you’d like more 

information about participating in the Straws-on-Demand program, please contact Stu Green, 

Climate and Energy Analyst for the City of Ashland, by emailing stu.green@ashland.or.us, or 

calling 541-552-2085.   

While working to expand the Straws on Demands program, the Commission is also working with 

select local restaurants to explore a new pilot program for reusable take out boxes, such as those 

being used at Simple Café on A Street. This pilot program would expand upon Simple Café’s 

reuse program to include additional eateries throughout Ashland. Providing reusable to go boxes 

at several restaurants in town will help residents and visitors reduce waste from takeout 

containers. Keep your eyes out for this program in the future! 
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