
 

 

 

 

 

FACT SHEET – Sudbury, MA Town Meeting Article: 
Polystyrene (PS) Reduction Bylaw 

What Does this Article Do if Approved? 

Prohibits food and retail establishments in Sudbury from using or distributing disposable food service 

ware – including raw meat/fish trays and egg cartons – made of foam or solid polystyrene. 

Prohibits retail establishment in Sudbury from selling or distributing 1) packing peanuts, 2) coolers or 

other containers, 3) pool or beach toys, or 4) floats/buoys made from foam polystyrene that is not 

fully encapsulated in a more durable material. 

This bylaw does not apply to prepared food or non-food goods packaged with polystyrene outside of 

Sudbury, if these products are sold without repackaging or alteration. Exemptions can also be made in 

cases where it can be shown that not using a specific item would cause undue hardship to an 

establishment. 

Why Vote Yes for this Article? 

Styrene, the chemical used to produce polystyrene, is a likely human carcinogen. In 2018, the 

International Agency for Research on Cancer increased the risk classification for styrene from “possibly 

carcinogenic to humans” to “probably carcinogenic to humans.”1  

Residual styrene from PS food service ware can be leached into food and drink during reasonable, 

common uses. Styrene transfer is maximized by contact with hot liquids, fat-containing foods, or acidic 

food and drink.2 While some foods (i.e., cinnamon) eaten in small quantities contain natural styrene, 

styrene content in food is mainly caused by migration from polymer packaging.3  

45+ years of studies have consistently found that an appreciable fraction of food or drink samples 

touching PS can have styrene levels nearing or exceeding drinking water guidelines.4 The World Health 

Organization guideline for styrene in drinking water is 20 parts per billion (ppb), roughly 1 drop in ~700 

gallons.5 The highest levels found in commercial food samples are typically 100-200 ppb, with one study 

showing 23% of samples analyzed with >10 ppb.6 

Unencapsulated PS foam is an especially harmful type of plastic pollution. Even more than other 

plastics, PS foam is easily transported and readily breaks up into tiny microplastic pieces.7 These will 

persist in the environment for centuries, absorbing and concentrating toxins,8 being mistaken by wildlife 

for food, disrupting food webs, and potentially contaminating the human food supply.9 

Extensive work has already been done in other communities to identify effective, cost-competitive 

alternatives to most PS products. Sudbury will not be the first to take action to reduce its use of PS 

items.10 Less toxic and less polluting alternatives have been on the market for years11. The proposed 

bylaw allows exceptions when a good faith effort fails to find a reasonable alternative to specific items. 

PS pollution and PS waste are costly for Sudbury and its residents. Especially when food-contaminated, 

foam PS is not acceptable for curbside or Town recycling.12 Reducing generation of such waste is a key 

part of mitigating the skyrocketing costs of recycling and waste disposal.13 
 

You can help reduce polystyrene pollution in your own community! To learn more or to join this 

campaign, please email: campaigns@ma.surfrider.org 
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