
When it comes
to selecting the
best food
service
packaging
products,
polystyrene
packaging
delivers! No
other food
service packaging material provides
polystyrene’s unique combination of
performance, economic and
environmental benefits. Polystyrene
food service packaging:

• Is extremely strong yet lightweight

• Provides excellent insulation

• Enhances food service sanitation and
protects public health

• Is less expensive than many other
food service packaging options

• Has less environmental impact
during its manufacture than
paperboard food service
packaging.

Polystyrene makes
living easier! The
unique combination of
benefits offered by
polystyrene food
service packaging
helps make millions of
people’s lives a little
easier every day.

• Government officials, school
administrators and parents have an
increased sense of security about the
safety of food service in their
children’s schools.

• The ability of outreach programs to
provide delivered, ready-to-eat meals to
the elderly and homebound is
enhanced.

• The long-distance driver knows the
cup will stay sturdy and the beverage
warm for many miles.

• The single person and the working
parent know the dinner they pick up on
the way home will stay warm and
ready-to-eat without spilling.

Benefits, Performance, and the Environment
POLYSTYRENE
PACKAGING
DELIVERS!



Safe
Polystyrene food
service packaging is
safe for use by consum-
ers. The United States
Food and Drug Administra-
tion regulates the safety of
food-contact packaging and has allowed the use of
polystyrene as a food-contact packaging material
since 1958.1 Polystyrene has also been approved by
government organizations for use around the world,
including Europe, Asia, and Central and South
America.

Sanitary
Polystyrene food service packaging provides a very
effective means to ensure sanitary food service and
helps prevent the spread of disease. Compared to
reusable food service products that require

washing and sterilization before
reuse—such as ceramic mugs,

stainless steel utensils and
china plates—disposable

polystyrene food service
packaging is signifi-

cantly more sanitary
at the point just
prior to the
consumer receiv-
ing the items.2

Economical
Polystyrene food service products are gener-
ally more economical to use than disposable
paperboard products and reusable food
service items. The wholesale price of polysty-
rene disposable food service products is often
approximately two to three times less than
an equivalent disposable paper container,
and four to five times less than a comparable
reusable food service item when equipment,
labor, water, electricity, and detergent costs
are included.

Polystyrene Food Service Packaging—Ben

Reduces
Waste
Polystyrene food service
containers are sturdy,
strong, and insulate
better than paper and other disposable food service
containers. This means food and beverages stay
warmer and fresher longer, resulting in less food
and packaging waste due to spoilage, damaged
packaging and leakage.

Also, because of polystyrene food service packaging’s
excellent insulation and strength, practices such as
“double-cupping” are eliminated, significantly
reducing the number of containers and correspond-
ing resources used.

Disposal Options
Options for safe and efficient disposal of polysty-
rene food service packaging are the same as for
other municipal solid wastes. This includes the
integrated solid waste management systems
advocated by the United States Environmental
Protection Agency:3

• source reduction
• reuse
• recycling
• waste combustion

(preferably with energy
recovery)

• landfilling

“Polystyrene food service products
insulate better, keep foods fresher
longer and cost less than paperboard

based products.”

John Sharpe, Food Service Director,
Coastal Carolina Community College,
Jacksonville, NC
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Does Not
“Clog” Landfills
All polystyrene packaging comprises only a tiny
fraction of the material that goes into our landfills.
In fact, less than one percent by weight of the total
municipal solid waste disposed is polystyrene.
Paper and paperboard products make up the
largest category of material (approximately 31
percent) disposed in our landfills.4

Very little of the waste discarded in today’s
modern, highly engineered landfills biodegrades.
Because degradation of materials creates poten-
tially harmful liquid and gaseous by-products that
could contaminate groundwater and air, today’s
landfills are designed to minimize contact with air
and water required for degradation, thereby
practically eliminating the degradation of waste.5

High Energy
Content

U.S. Municipal
Solid Waste Disposal3

*Other includes: textiles,
rubber, leathers and
miscellaneous organic
waste.

Paper and
paperboard –
30.6%

Food – 14.8%

Plastics –
13.8%

Polystyrene – 0.6%

Yard waste –
9.1%

Wood – 6.9%

Metals –7.0%

Glass – 5.8%

Other* – 12.0%

All carbon-based materials, including wood, paper,
charcoal and plastics create noxious fumes when
burned in uncontrolled situations. However, each of
these materials, including
polystyrene, can be safely
burned in modern incinera-
tors. Polystyrene’s energy
content is very high, about
16,000 BTUs/pound, which is
about twice that of coal; and
this high-energy content aids
in the burning of other solid
wastes. Incineration converts
polystyrene to carbon dioxide,
water vapor, and a trace
amount of non-toxic ash.8

Source Reduction
Source reduction makes a positive contribution
toward conserving resources—as significant as
recycling. Between 1974 and 1997, the amount
of polystyrene
packaging diverted
from disposal
through source
reduction increased
approximately
40-fold. Through
source reduction,
the weight
of an average
polystyrene foam
plate is 25 percent less than in 1974, while still
maintaining functional performance.6

One way to evaluate the impact of source reduc-
tion is to compare the resources saved by prevent-
ing waste versus recycling. The amount of polysty-
rene material source reduced in 1997 has an
energy savings equivalent to a recycling rate of 51
percent for the polystyrene packaging and
disposables produced in 1997.7

“All the expanded polystyrene foam that is
thrown away in the United States every year
accounts for no more than one percent of the

volume of landfilled garbage.”

William Rathje and Cullen Murphy, authors of
Rubbish! The Archaeology of Garbage



No CFCs
No CFCs (chlorofluorocar-
bons) are used in the manufac-
ture of any polystyrene foam
packaging products in the
United States and have not
been since 1990.9 In fact, most
polystyrene foam products never
were made with CFCs. Those few that did use
CFCs comprised a very small portion of U.S. CFC
use. By 1990, those few polystyrene manufacturers
that did use them had announced the voluntary
phase-out of CFCs.

Raw Material
Efficiency
On a comparable weight basis, polystyrene food
service packaging, such as a foam cup, use approxi-
mately one-sixth the amount of total raw materials
as it takes to manufacture a coated bleached
paperboard cup.10

Environmental
Impact/Resource
Conservation

The manufacture of polystyrene food
service products, such as cups,
plates and hinged containers,
produces approximately
46 percent less air emissions,
42 percent less waterborne

waste, and requires approxi-
mately 30 percent less energy

t h a n the manufacture of comparable coated
bleached paperboard products.11

For more information about polystyrene
and plastics food service packaging,
contact us via our Web site at
www.polystyrene.org, or

Plastics Foodservice Packaging Group
1300 Wilson Boulevard, 13th Floor
Arlington, VA 22209
703-741-5649
Fax: 703-741-5651 

January 2002

The Plastics Foodservice
Packaging Group (PFPG), 
a business group of the 
American Chemistry Council,
has been creating and 
implementing programs 
designed to educate the public
about the importance and 
the benefits of polystyrene 
and plastics food packaging.
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CFCs

U.S. Petroleum Consumption
The manufacture of all plastics consumes a small amount of
the total energy used in the U.S.:12

Only .002% of all petroleum
used in the U.S. involves the
manufacture of polystyrene
products.

80% of all
petroleum is used
for gasoline, jet
and diesel fuel
and home heating
fuels

17.2% of all
petroleum is
used for the
production of
asphalt, road
oils and
lubricants

About 2.6% of all petroleum is used for
the production of all plastics


