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Staff Report   
City of Manhattan Beach 

 

TO:  Honorable Mayor Montgomery and Members of the City Council 

THROUGH: Geoff Dolan, City Manager

FROM: Lindy Coe-Juell, Assistant to the City Manager 

DATE: December 2, 2008 

  SUBJECT: Discuss and Provide Direction Regarding the Use of Polystyrene Foam Food 
Containers in Manhattan Beach 

RECOMMENDATION:
  Staff recommends that the City Council discuss the information in this report, provide direction for 

further information needed and provide direction for a possible ordinance to restrict the use of 
polystyrene foam food containers in Manhattan Beach.  

FISCAL IMPLICATION:
There are no fiscal implications related to the recommendation.  However, staff expects that some 
costs will be associated with an information outreach effort should the City Council decide to move 
forward with an ordinance restricting the use of polystyrene foam food containers.   

BACKGROUND:
The City Council’s 2008-2009 Workplan includes an item to review the use of Styrofoam 
(Styrofoam is the commonly used term for polystyrene foam) and what other cities have done to 
reduce, eliminate or recycle this product.  This report provides information about the use of 
polystyrene foam, its impact on the environment and summarizes actions taken by other cities in 
California to reduce or eliminate the use of polystyrene foam food containers.  

DISCUSSION:

Polystyrene Packaging Background
Polystyrene is a petroleum based byproduct that was introduced to the marketplace as a packaging 
material in the 1940s.  When a blowing agent is added to polystyrene to create a foam material, it is 
referred to as expanded polystyrene, or polystyrene foam (PSF).  The use of PSF packaging for 
food containers became commonplace starting in the 1960s as fast food restaurants and food 
vendors offering takeout became popular.  The California Integrated Waste Management Board 
(CIWMB) estimates the total amount of polystyrene used annually for packaging and food service 
in California at 166,135 tons.1

                     
1 “Use and Disposal of Polystyrene in California,” California Integrated Waste Board, page 3 (2004). 
www.ciwmb.ca.gov/Publications/Plasticsw/43204003.doc (November 10, 2008). 
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In general, polystyrene packaging products are designed to be disposable and PSF food containers 
have a useful life that can be measured in minutes or hours.  Although its useful life is very short, 
polystyrene packaging takes several decades to hundreds of years to deteriorate in the environment 
or landfill and does not biodegrade.  The majority of polystyrene packaging produced nationally is 
disposed rather than recycled.  According to the CIWMB, PSF transportation packaging (e.g. 
polystyrene packaging placed around a new electronic item) is recycled at an estimated rate of 19 
percent in California.2  However, the CIWMB also reports that there is no meaningful recycling of 
PSF food containers.

PSF food containers present a challenge for recycling because of contamination from food residue. 
 A survey conducted by the Los Angeles County Public Works Department found that an 
overwhelming majority of waste haulers and recycling facilities do not accept PSF food containers 
from curbside recycling due to contamination and lack of an available recycling market.3  We have 
a similar situation in Manhattan Beach as our waste hauler does not currently accept polystyrene 
materials for recycling. 

Litter and Environmental Impact
Because polystyrene does not biodegrade and takes many years to break down into smaller and 
smaller pieces, it is persistent in the environment.  Due to its lightweight nature, polystyrene is 
easily blown by the wind, even when disposed of properly, and can become litter in the marine 
environment.  The California Department of Transportation conducted a study from 1998-2000 and 
found that polystyrene represented 15 percent of the total volume of litter recovered from storm 
drains,4 which eventually lead to discharge points at the beach and ocean.

Several studies have found that polystyrene makes up a significant percentage of beach litter in 
Southern California.  The non-profit Heal the Bay has conducted a Coastal Cleanup Day event 
every year since 1990.  During their 2008 Coastal Cleanup Day, more than 12,000 volunteers 
collected 181,000 pounds of debris from L.A. County watersheds and beaches.  Styrofoam and 
cigarette butts top the list of the most frequently found items at these events.5  A 2004 study of 
debris in the Los Angeles River found foamed polystyrene as the most abundant material.6
Another study of marine debris conducted in Orange County in 1988 found that foamed 
polystyrene comprised 43 percent of material collected by abundance.7

Polystyrene litter negatively impacts the quality of the marine environment as a visible form of 
pollution.  Moreover, polystyrene litter can be mistaken as food by marine wildlife causing 
choking, artificially filling their stomachs and infecting them with toxins that can poison the 

                     
2 Ibid, page 4. 
3 “An Overview of Expanded Polystyrene Food Containers in Los Angeles County: A Staff Report to the Los Angeles 
County Board of Supervisors,” Los Angeles Department of Public Works, page 8 (2008). 
4 “Use and Disposal of Polystyrene in California,” California Integrated Waste Board, page 3 (2004), 
www.ciwmb.ca.gov/Publications/Plasticsw/43204003.doc (November 10, 2008). 
5 “Heal the Bay Collects Millionth Pound of Trash”, September 20, 2008 press release. 
http://www.healthebay.org/mediacenter/releases/default.asp (November 12, 2008) 
6 “Working our Way Upstream: A Snapshot of Land-Based Contributions of Plastic and Other Trash to Coastal Waters 
and Beaches of Southern California”, page 5. 
http://conference.plasticdebris.org/whitepapers/CJ_Moore_Working_Our_Way_Upstream.doc (November 12, 2008)
7 Study cited in the 2008 Los Angeles County Report to the Board of Supervisors, page 16. 
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animal.8
Municipal Bans
Many California cities have adopted ordinances that ban, or limit the use of, PSF food containers.  
Some have limited their bans to city facilities, while others have extended the ban to all restaurants 
and food vendors within their cities.  The Los Angeles County 2008 Report to the Board of 
Supervisors provides a summary of the bans in 13 California cities (see Attachment B, pages 30-
32).  A database maintained by the non-profit group Californians Against Waste, also lists a 
number of jurisdictions in California and across the country that have enacted PSF food containers 
bans (see Attachment E). 

Most of the jurisdictions that have enacted PSF bans did so in either the late 1980s or within the 
last several years.  For example, the City of Berkeley and the County of Suffolk, NY banned the 
use of PSF food containers at restaurants and other food establishment in 1987 and 1988.  At this 
same time, McDonald’s restaurant began to phase out the use of PSF containers nationwide.  Of 
interest to the history of this issue in Manhattan Beach, the City Council enacted a ban on 
polystyrene plastic takeout food containers in October 1988 (see Attachment F).  The concern at 
that time seems to have been related to the blowing agent that is used to produce the foam material 
and its potential for ozone depletion.  To staff’s knowledge this local ban was not consistently 
advertised or enforced.

The ordinances that have been adopted in recent years to ban PSF food containers in California 
have focused on the litter problem and impact to the marine environment.  Please see Attachment G 
for sample ordinances taken from a number of California cities.  One of the differences among the 
various ordinances is the scope of the banned food container material types, or in other words, the 
type of alternative materials that are allowed.  Some jurisdictions have allowed for compostable 
and biodegradable products as acceptable alternatives to PSF food containers.  Due to the lack of 
an accessible commercial composting facility in Southern California, compostable and 
biodegradable alternative containers used in Manhattan Beach would be directed to landfill.  
However, these products may break down faster than PSF in the marine environment providing a 
positive environmental aspect.   

Other cities have allowed for all alternatives that are recyclable (e.g. certain plastics and foil) 
through their recycling programs.  Some have also allowed for paper alternatives even though they 
often become too contaminated with food residue to be recycled.  Yet other cities, like Santa 
Monica and Calabasas, have allowed for recyclable materials, but have prohibited all types of #6 
plastic (PSF is one type of #6 plastic) due to the difficulty in recycling that type of plastic material. 
 Waste Management currently accepts #6 plastic, excluding polystyrene, in Manhattan Beach.   

Costs of Alternative Products
Price comparisons of PSF and alternative food container products compiled by two groups, the City 
of Long Beach Environmental Committee and a non-profit called Earth Resources Foundation, 
generally show that the alternative materials are more expensive.  The comparative analyses 
compiled by these two groups are shown as Attachment H.  For example, the City of Long Beach 
comparison found that the average price per unit for a polystyrene plate is $0.05; while paper, 
biodegradable products and recyclable plastic are $0.03, $0.13 and $0.15, respectively.  Although 

                     
8 Web based materials cited the 2008 Los Angeles County Report to the Board of Supervisors, page 14. 
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acknowledging that polystyrene products are generally less expensive, one of the points made in 
the summary compiled by the Earth Resources Foundation is that polystyrene products come with a 
non-quantifiable cost to the marine environment.  

Environmental Review
Staff has not found reference to any lawsuits filed against cities that have enacted bans on PSF food 
containers.  However, the City of Monterey, which is considering enacting a ban, conducted an 
Initial Study resulting in a Negative Declaration (see Attachment I) to address the California 
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  The Monterey Initial Study is the only CEQA study for a 
PSF food container ban of which staff is aware.  In order to address CEQA, staff recommends that 
we conduct an Initial Study should the City Council provide direction to prepare an ordinance to 
restrict or ban the use of PSF food containers in Manhattan Beach.

CONCLUSSION:
Studies presented in this report have documented the voluminous amount of polystyrene packaging 
used in California, the significant presence of polystyrene litter in storm drains and the marine 
environment, the harmful impacts polystyrene has on the environment and the challenges to 
recycling PSF food containers.  Based on this information, staff recommends that the City Council 
consider adopting an ordinance that would limit or ban the use of PSF food containers in 
Manhattan Beach.  Staff requests that City Council provide direction for other information that 
would be useful in making a decision regarding PSF food containers and direct staff to return with 
this information and a draft ordinance for consideration.   

ATTACHMENTS:

A:  Use and Disposal of Polystyrene in California, California Integrated Waste Board (2004). 
B: An Overview of Expanded Polystyrene Food Containers in Los Angeles County, 
      Staff Report to the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors (2008). 
C: Heal the Bay Collects Millionth Pound of Trash, September 20, 2008 press release. 
D: Working our Way Upstream: A Snapshot of Land-Based Contributions of Plastic and Other
      Trash to Coastal Waters and Beaches of Southern California.  

http://conference.plasticdebris.org/whitepapers/CJ_Moore_Working_Our_Way_Upstream.doc
E: Californians Against Waste Database Expanded Polystyrene Legislation 
F: MBMC 5.80.010 Prohibition on the Use of Plastic Products by Takeout Food Vendors (1988) 
G: Sample Ordinances Restricting the Use of Polystyrene Foam Food Containers 
H: Alternative Food Container Cost Comparisons 
I: City of Monterey CEQA Study






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































