
 

Coronavirus: Why we should end the
pandemic ban on reusable cups
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Of the many ways the coronavirus pandemic has changed our lives, the 
banning of reusable cups by many cafes and other outlets serving hot
drinks probably doesn't appear at the top of most people's lists. But the
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-51767092


 

move is likely to add to the mountain of waste piling up as the pandemic
has led to a reliance on large amounts of single-use plastic and brought
recycling to a halt.

Meanwhile, as lockdown restrictions lift, more people are able to visit
restaurants or the homes of friends or family. And some may be
concerned about eating with plates, cups and cutlery that other people
have handled or eaten from.

In response, a group of scientists has endorsed the sensible use of
reusable containers as safe and unlikely to contribute to the further
spread of COVID-19. Here's why that's the case—and why cafes should
lift their reusable cup bans.

Coronavirus particles are transmitted from person to person in droplets
of moisture from the mouth and nose. This means coughs and sneezes
are a key source of transmission, but deposits of saliva—for example,
left on a cup when you sip from it—could also contain the virus.

The reasoning behind social distancing measures, such as keeping two
metres away from others and wearing a face covering when closer to
them for any length of time is to stop the virus being passed between
people in public spaces. But studies show that cough and cold viruses
tend to stay on surfaces, including plastic, for up to several days.

Early indications are that this is also true of the novel coronavirus behind
the pandemic, SARS-CoV-2. And we also know that objects can play a 
significant role in the transmission of respiratory and viral diseases.
(Scientists call objects that transmit disease "fomites".)
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https://storage.googleapis.com/planet4-international-stateless/2020/06/26618dd6-health-expert-statement-reusables-safety.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/commentaries/detail/modes-of-transmission-of-virus-causing-COVID-19-implications-for-ipc-precaution-recommendations
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0140673620311429
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0195670120300463
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/nejmc2004973
https://aem.asm.org/content/73/6/1687.short
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Virus killer

There is still much that virologists do not know about the virus, but we
do know that it is inactivated when it comes into contact with detergent.
That means using soap on hands, disinfectant on surfaces and washing-
up liquid on cups and plates are all ways to effectively kill SARS-CoV-2.

This is because the virus is surrounded by a fatty envelope, which must
be intact for the virus to remain infectious. This is readily disrupted by
detergent, such as washing-up liquid. This means reusable containers
could actually be safer if they are regularly and properly washed than 
single-use ones that may have been exposed to the environment for a
long time and not washed before use. A pile of used containers sitting in
an overflowing bin could also be a risk.
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/COVID-19-decontamination-in-non-healthcare-settings/COVID-19-decontamination-in-non-healthcare-settings
https://phys.org/tags/single-use/


 

Of course, a washed reusable container could still become contaminated
with and transmit the virus as it's passed between a customer and a
server. So cafes and bars will have to find a suitable way to serve drinks,
such as the customer putting their own cup on a tray and passing it across
a counter to be filled by a person wearing personal protective equipment.
This would minimise the risk of the virus being inadvertently transferred
onto the outside of a clean cup or glass by either party.

Many people are hoping that post-COVID-19 life will not involve a
return to the same levels of consumption of the world's resources. By the
end of 2019, it had started to become normal to bring a reusable cup
when buying a drink for takeaway outside of the home. Cafes and bars
were more likely to serve food and drink to customers using china and
glassware.

What we know about SARS-CoV-2 suggests the pandemic shouldn't
mean a return to single-use disposable cups and plates. In fact, there may
be reasons to prefer reusable items. So perhaps it's time to revive the
tradition of bringing your own beer tankard to the pub.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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