
 

 

Polystyrene (Styrofoam) FACTS 

Styrofoam: the term most commonly used for polystyrene, is actually a brand name.  

Clogging our Landfill:  Polystyrene products can take 500 years or more to break down, but 
even then polystyrene only breaks down into smaller bits and pieces, never completely becoming part 
of the soil.  Reducing non-biodegradable waste is particularly important to Albany as the local landfill 
is due to be full by 2022.  Because of this, we may need to start paying for use of our landfill by 2018. 
See http://www.timesunion.com/tuplus-local/article/Paying-for-what-you-toss-6795774.php  According 
to the NY State Restaurant Association’s own Green Hospitality Workbook, “There are alternatives to 
plastic carry out utensils made of a biodegradable paper product. Purchase these instead and help 
the environment by reducing the amount of waste going to landfills.” 
http://www.nysra.org/uploads/8/4/9/2/84927158/ghi_green_workbook_updated.pdf 
  

Know the True Costs:  While biodegradable and locally recyclable containers may cost a bit 
more for businesses and consumers upfront, the cost of closing a landfill and then paying to haul our 
garbage is much higher. Also, because more and more businesses are using alternatives to foam, 
these products’ costs are coming down. The New York State Restaurant Association states on their 
website that any additional costs would be “nominal at best.” The Mercury News reported that the 
price of recyclable and compostable containers decreased and are now “just as cheap” as polysty-
rene, so there is no reason to continue use of such a dangerous product. 
 
Affordable alternatives to foam include:  aluminum tins (recyclable), Chinese take out containers, alu-
minum foil and wax paper when possible.  For a full line of biodegradable/compostable clamshell 
packaging see webstaurantstore.com or call WB Mason rep Meg 518-424-7298.  They price match! 
 
Serious Health Hazard:  Polystyrene is a health hazard.  Polystyrene containers release sty-
rene into beverages and foods that are hot, acidic (like tomato sauce) and greasy.  According to Olive 
Green Marketing, the leakage of styrene from polystyrene is as high as 0.025% for a single use. In 
1986 the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) identified styrene residues in 100% of all sam-
ples of human fat tissue taken in 1982, about a decade after knowledge that styrene from food pack-
aging can migrate into the human body. According to the NY State Restaurant Associations’ own 
Green Hospitality Workbook, “Do not use Styrofoam. Eliminate the use of Styrofoam in all food con-
tainers and take out boxes. Styrofoam may never biodegrade and breaks into very small fragments 
that are harmful to wildlife.” 
http://www.nysra.org/uploads/8/4/9/2/84927158/ghi_green_workbook_updated.pdf 
  

Polystyrene contains the neurotoxins styrene and benzene.  Styrene is a petroleum byproduct and is 
listed as a “known carcinogen” in test animals and a “potential human carcinogen” by the World 
Health Organization's International Agency for Research on Cancer.  Styrene exposure is linked to 
vision and hearing loss, impaired memory and concentration, and nervous system effects.  Benzene 
is a component of gasoline, causes aplastic anemia, genetic damage and is a carcinogen known to 
increase incidents of leukemia.  Both styrene and benzene can leach into foods that are acidic, warm, 
alcoholic or oily, and then enter our bodies.  https://thisgreenearth.wordpress.com/2011/04/05/toxic-
take-out-styrofoam-boxes-food-cancer/  also http://saferchemicals.org/2014/05/26/styrene-and-
styrofoam-101-2/ and https://www3.epa.gov/airtoxics/hlthef/benzene.html. 
  



 

 

Styrene is a serious occupational hazard to workers exposed to it.  "Respiratory problems and a con-
dition called 'styrene sickness,' characterized by headaches, fatigue, and feelings of drunkenness, are 
common in occupational settings" (Rodale). 
   

Pollutes Our Water: Polystyrene is lightweight, floats, and durable, even if broken into pieces.  
It washes into sewers and, during heavy storms, when storm-water bypasses sewage treatment 
plants, it flows into rivers and then to ocean surfaces where it survives for decades or even centuries 
as it breaks into smaller, invisible pieces. It is eaten by fish, birds, and mammals, gradually poisoning 
them.  According to the World Economic Forum, at predicted rates, plastics in the ocean will outweigh 
fish pound for pound in 2050. 
 

 Why not recycle it?  Recycling effectiveness is measured by the weight of the product. Be-
cause polystyrene is so light, it is not cost effective to recycle. There are some programs that do recy-
cle this product, but, they have yet to be proven cost effective and; according to the foam makers and 
recyclers, the foam must be wiped clean before it is recycled, making it difficult for businesses to re-
cycle it. Additionally, when drink and food in foam packages is taken out from a store, few people will 
save their foam containers till they get home to wash them and store them to recycle later on. And, if 
they really want the product recycled, they must drive them to one of the very few foam recycling cen-
ters that do exist. In NYC, there is only one foam recycling center in each borough and they are only 
open on Saturday mornings!   Our local recycling center has no room and no plans to build a polysty-
rene recycling center.  It is economically not realistic. 
 
Harms Our Environment: As far back as 1986, the EPA reported that the polystyrene manu-
facturing process was the fifth largest creator of hazardous waste. There are 57 chemical byproducts 
released during manufacturing—polluting the air, land and water of those who live near the facilities.  
The US Department of Labor, OSHA and the EPA are aware of styrene’s negative effects, but they 
have not limited its use nationwide.  Because of this in November 2013, Albany County joined over 
100 localities across the country in banning single-use polystyrene in food chain establishments.  
http://www.timesunion.com/local/article/Albany-County-puts-lid-on-Styrofoam-4979385.php.  Still, ac-
cording to the Atlantic magazine, the fight to allow polystyrene is “largely bankrolled by the chemical 
industry.” In 2013 alone, the American Chemistry Council gave $825,000 to a lobbying group called 
Restaurant Action Alliance to fight the NYC ban in court. They won that fight with promises of recy-
cling—promises that have since fallen short, at best. And $13,000 was given to directly influence just 
one NYC election. The industry’s chosen candidate lost but he was then made President of that or-
ganization. We don’t know how much money they are spending to fight us in our community, but they 
are trying. 
 

Time to Reduce Fossil Fuel Use & Control Our Climate: Plastic production ac-
counts for 6% of global oil consumption (expected to reach 20% in 2050) and 1% of the global carbon 
budget (the maximum amount of emissions the world can produce to prevent global temperatures 
from rising more than 2 degrees Celsius). In 2050, the World Economic Forum report says, we’ll be 
spending 15 percent of our carbon budget on soda bottles, plastic grocery bags and the like.  The da-
ta in the report comes from interviews with more than 180 experts and analysis of some 200 studies 
on “the plastic economy.”  See https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-
mix/wp/2016/01/20/by-2050-there-will-be-more-plastic-than-fish-in-the-worlds-oceans-study-says/ 
  



 

 

What you can do: 

Sign our petition to the Albany County Legislature 
HERE:  http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/ban-styrofoam-polystyrene-albany 
 
CALL your county legislator:  Find out who your county legislator is by calling (518) 
447-7168 or putting your address in here: http://app.albanycounty.com/boe/voterinfo/.  Your 
county legislator name will appear on the bottom right of the screen.  Or see the online district 
maps at http://gismap.albanycounty.com/gisviewer/ 
 
Get his/her contact info here: http://www.albanycounty.com/legislature/legislators.aspx  OR 
see below.  Call him/her to say you support the ban and want to know where he/she stands. 
 
Attend an upcoming legislature meeting and make a comment: Mon. March 13th, 6:15 pm 
at the Albany County Courthouse, 6 Lodge St. (near City Hall)  - you get 3 minutes maxi-
mum to speak. 
 
 
Write a Letter to the Editor of the Times Union or another local paper. 

Join the FOAM FREE DIRECTORY of food service establishments in Albany County:  
Health and environment-conscious people want to frequent your foam free business!  
The directory will feature those businesses who refuse to use foam take-out contain-
ers and use alternatives to polystyrene like: Honest Weight Food Co-op, Bistro 24, Healthy on 
Lark, Emack & Bolios, Ben & Jerry’s, La Empanada Llama, Delmar Marketplace, Steuben Street Mar-
ket, Barkeater Coffee Roasters, Euro Deli, Bountiful Bread, Pepper Jack’s, DP Dough, Blaze Pizza, 
Bomber’s, El Loco, Tierra Farms, Fresh Healthy Café, Iron Gate Café, New World Bistro Bar, Short & 
Stout Tea, Druther’s Brewing Company, Albany Pump Station, Peaches, Bellini’s Italian Eatery, The 
Cheese Traveler, Bake For You, Roux, Mauro’s of Feura Bush, KT Barnside Eatery (Selkirk), Savoy 
Taproom on Lark and more to come! 
 

Here are some legislators’ email addresses and/or phone numbers:   

Dan McCoy:  county_executive@albanycounty.com 
District 1, Lucille McKnight (D)  lmcknight@nycap.rr.com  518-463-9883 
District 2.  Merton Simpson (D)  merton.simpson@albanycounty.com 518-447-7117 
District 3. Wanda Willingham (D)  wanda.willingham@albanycounty.com 518-221-9785 
District 4.  Norma Chapman (D) normachapman64@yahoo.com 518-434-6549 
District 5: Christopher Higgins (D) cthiggins@gmail.com 518-635-3109 
District 6.  Samuel Fein (D) samfein6@gmail.com 518-362-8380 
District 7: Douglas Bullock (D)(WFP)  
District 8: Lynne Lekakis (D)(WFP) lynnelekakis@gmail.com 518-427-7386 
District 9: Andrew Joyce (D)(WFP) andrewcjoyce@gmail.com  518-858-2090 
District 10:  Gary Domalewicz (D) gdomalewicz@nycap.rr.com  518-466-7952 
District 11: Frank Commisso (D) 518-447-7117; 518-438-5387 
District 12: William Clay (D)  518 456-6538 



 

 

District 13: Raymond Joyce (D) raymond.joyce@albanycounty.com 518-599-0338 
District 14. Alison McLean Lane (D)(WFP)(I) alisonmcleanlane@gmail.com 518-935-3198 
District 15: Robert Beston (D) 518-272-1038 
District 16: Sean Ward (D)(C)(I) sean.ward@albanycounty.com 518-447-7117 
District 17: Ralph Signoracci (D) ralph.signoracci@albanycounty.com 518-470-2905 
District 18: Gilbert Ethier (D) 518-237-9530 
District 19: Todd Drake (R) Todd.Drake@albanycounty.com  518-857-9755 
District 20: David Mayo (D)(C)(I) dmayo58@hotmail.com  518-783-7388 
District 21: Brian Hogan (R) brianhogan215@aol.com  518-785-6843 
District 22: Peter Tunny (R)(C)(I) ptunny198@gmail.com  518-869-7404 
District 23: Paul Burgdorf (R)(C)(I) pburgdorf@aol.com  518-669-1234 
District 24: Peter Crouse (R) peter.crouse@albanycounty.com   
District 25: Joseph O’Brien (D) joe.obrien25@gmail.com  518-447-7117 
District 26: Patrice Lockart (R)(C)(I) plockart@nycap.rr.com  518-456-3866 
District 27: Frank Mauriello (R) Frank.Mauriello@albanycounty.com  518-461-0188 
District 28: Dennis Feeney(D)(C)(I) dennis.feeney@albanycounty.com 518-588-2227 
District 29: Mark Grimm (R) mark@markgrimm.com 518-650-5096 
District 30: Bryan Clenahan (D)(I)(WFP) bryan.clenahan@albanycounty.com 518-464-7601 
District 31: Travis Stevens (R) travis@travisstevens.com  518-447-7164 
District 32: Paul Miller (D)(WFP) paul12203@nycap.rr.com  518-320-4213 
District 33: William Reinhardt (D)(WFP) ww.reinhardt@gmail.com 518-369-8573 
District 34: Joanne Cunningham (D) joannecunningham4@gmail.com 518-447-7117 
District 35: Charles Dawson (D) cdawson@albanycounty.com 518-447-7117 
District 36: Richard Mendick(R)(C)  rmendick@aol.com 518-767-0511 
District 37: Richard Touchette (D)(C)(I)(G)(WFP) rick.touchette@albanycounty.com 518-
858-6388 
District 38: Darrell Duncan Darrell.Duncan14@gmail.com 518-312-5299 
District 39: Christopher Smith (D) chrissmith39th@yahoo.com  518-447-7117 
 
 
 
Resouces: 

M. S. Tawfika & A. Huyghebaerta, “Polystyrene cups and containers: Styrene migration”, Food Additives & Con-
taminants, Vol. 15, Issue 5, 1998, pages 592-599. Studies indicate a migration rate between 2% to 4% from pol-
ystyrene cups into food depending on heat and fat content of the food.  

 http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02652039809374686  

http://www.citylab.com/politics/2015/01/how-the-war-against-polystyrene-foam-containers-is-being-
won/384393/ 
 
http://www.cafeteriaculture.org/nyc-polystyrene-foam-ban.html 

http://www.crainsnewyork.com/article/20150924/BLOGS04/150929932/the-back-story-of-the-foam-
container-bans-defeat 
 
http://www.nysra.org/the-green-hospitality-initiative.html 



 

 

Styrene is "reasonably anticipated to be a human carcinogen" (2016, US National 
Toxicology Program of US Dept of Health & Human Services, Report on Carcino-
gens, 14th edition.)   https://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/ntp/roc/content/profiles/styrene.pdf. -  
  
 
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/materials/styrene_508.pdf  “Reasonably anticipated to be a human 
carcinogen” (2011, 2014) 
 

League of Women Voters 4-county solid waste position:  

 http://www.lwvalbany.org/solid-waste-in-albany-county.html 

 


