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Polystyrene Food Containers End Up as Waste and Litter… 
• Americans throw away 840,000 tons of polystyrene plates and cups every year and used 25 

billion foam cups in 1990.1 

• Dunkin Donuts sells 1 billion foam cups every year, although had begun to phase them out as of 

early 2018.2 

• Polystyrene is extremely difficult to recycle. It is easily crushed and shredded, mistaken for 

paper, missed by manual sorters, and contaminates other parts of the waste stream harming 

other recycling efforts.3  

... And Find Their Way into Critical Animal Habitats 
Because it biodegrades slowly, floats in water, and blows in wind, polystyrene litter ends up scattered 

through critical wildlife habitats like beaches and oceans:4 

• A 1998 survey of beach debris in Orange County, California, found that foamed plastic – largely 

polystyrene – made up more than 40 percent of materials collected.5 

• In the ocean, polystyrene foam is the most frequently observed plastic litter, and has been 

found in remote corners of the Arctic.6  

• Polystyrene in water and soil breaks down over time into tiny pieces known as microplastics, 

which are easily ingestible by wildlife and can absorb toxic pollution from the environment.7 In 

the ocean, these microplastics float near the surface in areas that are critical feeding areas for 

many types of marine life, including whales.8 

Polystyrene Harms Wildlife 
• Nearly 200 species have been reported to ingest ocean plastic pollution.9 Scientists predict that 

as ocean plastic pollution increases, by 2050, 99 percent of all seabird species will consume 

plastics.10 

• When animals eat plastic, including polystyrene, it can block their digestive systems.11 

• Polystyrene microplastics soak up organic toxics and chemical pollutants from the environment, 

and pose a toxic risk to animals that consume them.12 

• Specific animals at risk include: 

o Sea turtles: Ingested plastic can cause internal injuries, intestinal blockage, harm to 

swimming ability and buoyancy, and accumulation of toxic chemicals.13 

o Seabirds: Seabirds frequently ingest plastic, which can result in injury, death, and harm 

to reproduction.14 



o Whales: Blubber samples taken from filter-feeding whales, which trap enormous 

amounts of water in their mouths during feeding, suggest that they could be consuming 

harmful amount of toxic chemicals found in microplastics.15  

o Earthworms: Studies suggest that exposure to polystyrene microplastics harms 

earthworms, inhibiting growth and increasing mortality.16 Harm to earthworms and 

other small soil organisms could put larger terrestrial ecosystems at risk.17 

Polystyrene Bans Work 
Polystyrene bans have proven effective at reducing litter. From 2008 to 2012, after the California cities 

of Santa Cruz and Pacific Grove banned polystyrene foam food ware, polystyrene litter on local beaches 

decreased by as much as 71 percent.18 
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