
 

 1 

Facts about Styrofoam®   Litter 

(Expanded Polystyrene Foam) 

“Polystyrene Foam” in the Marine Environment 

• Expanded polystyrene foam (EPS), (commonly known as Styrofoam
®)

 is pervasive in the marine 
environment.  Like most plastics, polystyrene is lightweight and floats. When littered, it is carried from 
streets and through storm drains out to the ocean.
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• Plastics, including EPS, photodegrade. That is, they break down into smaller and smaller pieces and 
marine animals easily mistake polystyrene for food.
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• The lifetime of plastics in the marine environment is unknown. Some researchers feel that the 
composition of conventional petroleum-based plastics as durable polymers means they will degrade 
to increasingly smaller sizes but never disappear.3  

• Roughly 80 percent of marine debris originates from land-based sources. Plastics comprise 90 
percent of floating marine debris.
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• A study of beach debris at 43 sites along the Orange County coast found EPS was the second most 
abundant form of beach debris.

5
  

 

 
Human Health Effects from PS and Styrene 

• EPS is made using the monomer, Styrene, a lab animal carcinogen and a possible human carcinogen 
and neurotoxin. Styrene can migrate from polystyrene containers into food and beverages when 
heated, or in contact with fatty or acidic foods.
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• Over 13 billion pounds of Styrene were produced in the US in 2006, 65% of it was used in 
manufacturing polystyrene.  

• Styrene residues are found in 100% of all samples of human fat tissue.
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• The Food and Drug Administration has determined that the styrene concentration in bottled drinking 
water should not exceed 0.1 part per million (ppm).
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  The U.S. EPA drinking water standard is 1 ppm. 

• Styrene can be found in air, water, and soil after release from the manufacture, use, and disposal of 
styrene-based products.
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• Styrene exposure increases the risk of leukemia and lymphoma and is a neurotoxin.
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• Workers in polystyrene products manufacturing are exposed to many harmful chemicals, including 

Styrene, Toluene, Xylene, Acetone, Methyl Chloride, and Methyl Ketone.
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• Occupational exposure to Styrene increases risk of lymphoma, leukemia, lung tumors, pancreatic 

cancer, urinary bladder cancer, prostate cancer, and colorectal cancer. High rates of 
neurotoxicological effects have been reported in workers, including slowed reaction time, effects on 
balance and spatial orientation, hearing problems, concentration problems, and decreased color 
discrimination. Some studies also show significant decrease in sperm count and increased sperm 
abnormality.
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Local jurisdictions spend millions cleaning litter13   

• Caltrans spends approximately $60 million a year to remove litter and debris from roadsides and 
highways. 

• The County of Los Angeles (L.A.) spends $18 million annually on litter cleanup and education. 
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• Some coastal communities spend considerable funds on beach cleaning. For example, L.A. County 
collects over 4,000 tons of trash annually on its beaches. In 1994, it cost the County over $4 million to 
clean 31 miles of beaches. 

• Since 2001, Southern California cities have spent in excess of $1.7 billion cleaning trash out of storm 
drain systems leading to the L.A. River and Ballona Creek in order to comply with stormwater 
regulations. 

 

PS Litter – Measureable Reductions from PS Foodware Ban 
• One year after implementation of the San Francisco ordinance that prohibits the use of EPS 

foodware, San Francisco’s litter audit showed a 36% decrease in EPS litter.
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PS Food Packaging is Not  Recyclable  

• EPS food packaging is typically not “clean” enough to be recycled.
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• EPS has a very low recycling rate. According to a 2004 study by the California Integrated Waste 

Management Board, of the 377,580 tons of polystyrene produced in the state, only 0.8% is recycled.  
Of that, only 0.2% (310 tons) of polystyrene food service packaging is recycled.
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Alternatives to Polystyrene for Food Packaging 

• Clean Water Action does not support the use of non-recycled (virgin) paper products as this trades 
the environmental burden posed by EPS for a burden on precious forest resources- trees are 
absolutely essential to combat global warming and maintain healthy ecosystems.  

• Compostable and biodegradable plastic does not break down in the marine environment.  
• Compostable and degradable plastics are designed to degrade only in compost. Therefore, 

compostable and degradable plastic packaging should only be used in jurisdictions that collect 
compostable waste. These products must meet ASTM standards. 

 

Local Jurisdictions Responding with Prohibitions on PS Foodware 

• To date, 47 cities and counties in California have banned or restricted the use of polystyrene food 
packaging. http://www.cleanwateraction.org/feature/ban-the-foam 

• In the City of Santa Monica, for example, local businesses have successfully switched to more 
sustainable alternatives.
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Local Business Unaffected 

• The City of San Francisco has had over 3,000 businesses come into compliance with the ban and 
none have filed any notices of financial hardship which is an option under the city’s ordinance. 

• The City of Millbrae Chamber of Commerce surveyed their members when the city was considering a 
ban. They decided that they would support the ban and make it a publicity opportunity- several 
restaurants joined the Green Business program and transitioned earlier than the ban. They were 
happy with the PR they received from being early adopters. Now, according to the Chamber, the 
costs of alternative packaging are decreasing and the products are much more widely available. Their 
members find these products at Costco and Smart & Final.
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