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SUSTAINABLE ALTERNATIVES  FOR 

SCHOOL FUNDRAISING  
 
Whatever happened to the fresh squeezed lemonade stand? Across the nation, schools 
are now inundated with everything from wrapping paper to doughnuts – some even 
hosting the same fundraiser multiple times a year. The economic, environmental, and 
nutritional impact of products sold during these fundraising efforts is rarely accounted for.  
The purpose of this fact sheet is to illuminate many of the problems with traditional 
fundraising products while offering sustainable activities to finance your school’s program. 

 

WHAT’S WRONG WITH TRADITIONAL FUNDRAISING 
PRODUCTS? 

 
ENVIRONMENTAL – Wrapping paper, magazines, packaging – 
some can be recycled, but most ends up in a landfill. Wrapping 
paper with metallic surfaces or mylar cannot be recycled.  Most 
magazines are printed on virgin paper. Over 35 million trees are 
cut down per year incurring considerable water, toxic bleaching, 
and energy usage for just magazines! Approximately 90% of all 
magazines are discarded within a year of publication and only 20%     

of these are recycled. 
 

ECONOMIC – When we buy products, little is often known of the actual origin 
or the production processes of these products. In some instances, individuals 
who manufacture the products sold for fundraising events earn less than a 
dollar a day or are children who are not able to attend school because of poor 
labor standards. For example, the International Institute of Tropical 
Agriculture revealed some 284,000 children between the ages of 9 and 12 
work in hazardous conditions on West African cocoa farms.   

Photo: Fairtrade Foundation 

NUTRITION – One third of the calories in a typical U.S diet are made up of 
junk foods like sugary sodas and chips, whereas only 10% of diets are 
made up of healthy foods such as fruits and vegetables.  According to the 
Institute of Medicine, obesity has doubled over the last 30 years for children 
ages 2-5 and 12-19 and tripled for 6-11 year-olds. Additionally, the World 
Health Organization has linked eating high-calorie, low-nutrient diets with 
‘probable’ or ‘convincing’ evidence to diseases like diabetes, heart disease,
hypertension, obesity and several types of cancers.  In short, fundraising 
efforts that sell junk food contribute to unhealthy eating habits and 
potentially lead to an increasing rate of certain diseases.  
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SUSTAINABLE ALTERNATIVES 
 

Here is a list of several sustainable fundraising alternatives:  
 
BOOK FAIR – Book fairs are great because they bring in money 
as well as encourage reading among students.  Some book fairs 
can now be conducted entirely online, limiting time and resources 
spent organizing the fundraiser.  Many publishing companies even 
print 100% recycled, chlorine free, vegetable ink books, so use this 
opportunity to promote green products and content too! 
 

COFFEE, CHOCOLATE & FAIRTRADE PRODUCTS– Fair 
trade products ensure that a percentage of the revenue from a 
specific sale provide the farmers and producers a living wage. 
Oftentimes, fair trade food items such as coffee and chocolate 
are organic as well. Organic products ensure that production is 
more environmentally friendly. Selling products like coffee is 
also an easy product to market because its ubiquitous nature 
is great for even the Teacher’s Lounge.   

 
PRINTER CARTRIDGE/ PHONE RECYCLING – This fundraiser teaches 
the concept of recycling as well as generating funds by recycling used 
printer cartridges and cell phones.  Ink cartridges and cell phones contain 
precious metals, so it is beneficial to your budget and the planet to recycle 
these products.   

 
WHAT TO CONSIDER WHEN FUNDRAISING 

 

All school fundraisers have the potential to integr ate what is taught in the 
classroom with the fundraising process! 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF PRODUCTS – Consider the full lifecycle of the products 
being sold – how were the products made, what were they made of, where were they 
made, how will they be used and where will they end up? Often the answers to these 
questions are not readily available in which case selling CERTIFIED ORGANIC or 
RECYCLED products reduces the amount of uncertainty.  
 

ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF PRODUCTS – Raising money for you school is a good thing, 
but it should not be done at the expense of children elsewhere in the world.  When 
selecting products to sell, consider FAIR TRADE products that ensure those who 
manufacture the products are paid a living wage and do not use child labor.  
 

NUTRITIONAL MESSAGE TO CHILDREN – We cannot expect students to eat a 
balanced and healthy diet when we actively promote unhealthy foods.  Selling cake mix, 
beef jerky and popcorn does not adequately supply a child’s daily nutrition requirements.  
Consider foods that ENCOURAGE a healthy lifestyle like fruits and vegetables.  
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WHERE TO BEGIN 
 
The following is a list of online materials that offer sustainable fundraising alternatives and 
advice: 
 

Recycling Printer Cartridges/Phones 
+DonationsINK - http://www.donationsink.com/  
 

Fair Trade Products 
+Global Goods Partners - http://www.globalgoodspartners.org/schools  
  
+Equal Exchange Fundraising - http://www.equalexchange.com/fundraising  
 

+Oxfam –list of fair trade fundraising options- 
http://www.oxfamamerica.org/whatwedo/campaigns/coffee/news_publications/feature_sto
ry.2006-10-16.2986589202  
 

+Family Farm Defenders – account of successful fundraiser - 
http://www.familyfarmdefenders.org/pmwiki.php/FairTrade/TheMolassesStirOffFairTradeF
undraisingForTodaySSchoolChildren 
 

+Just Coffee - http://justcoffee.coop/why_partner_with_just_coffee_for_your_ft_fundraiser  
 

+World Goods - http://www.worldgoodsgb.com/fundraising.html 
  
+Higher Grounds – fair trade coffee - http://www.highergroundstrading.com/trade-for-a-
change.html 
 

+From Arms To Artisans - http://fairtradefundraising.org/fundraising.htm 
 

+Nectar of Life – fair trade coffee - http://www.nectaroflife.com/Wholesale-Organic-Fair-
Trade-Coffee.htm  
 

+Greenraising – earth friendly fundraising - http://www.greenraising.com/ 
 

+Trade Aid – fair trade chocolate - 
http://www.tradeaid.org.nz/Food%20For%20Thought/Chocolate/Fundraise%20with%20F
air%20Trade  
 

+Café Cosa – fair trade coffee - http://www.cafecosa.com/coffee-fundraiser.htm 
 

+Fundraiser Foods – fair trade food and crafts – 
http://www.cafecosa.com/coffee-fundraiser.htm      
 

+Global Exchange – push to get World’s Finest Chocolates to use Fair Trade chocolate - 
http://www.democracyinaction.org/dia/organizationsORG/gx/campaign.jsp?campaign_KE
Y=6571&t=ActionCenter.dwt 
 
Education 
EDN’s Educators’ Network – Learn more about sustainability! 
www.earthday.net/education  


