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Arlington Recycling Committee Report 

Executive Summary 
The Arlington Recycling Committee is proposing a new bylaw for the Town of Arlington 
prohibiting the use and distribution of foam and rigid polystyrene in disposable food service 
containers or utensils and packaging materials, joining a growing number of Massachusetts 
communities seeking to take positive steps to improve health and safety and to reduce harmful 
environmental impacts. 
 
Given that affordable alternatives are available for most retail applications, this is a modest step 
we can take as a community and may help us prepare us for possible changes to curbside 
recycling guidelines. We will encourage the use and distribution of biodegradable, compostable, 
reusable or recyclable products or materials in its place. 

Background 
Polystyrene is a plastic commonly used to make containers and lids for food and beverage. 
Polystyrene can come in a variety of forms ranging from foam products, often referred to as 
“Styrofoam,” to a thin and rigid plastic, such as certain coffee cup lids. 
 
The Massachusetts Sierra Club supports laws that ban polystyrene food service items and has 
published an overview of the health and environmental concerns related to the use of 
polystyrene titled, “Regulating the Use of Polystyrene Food Service Items: Background 
information on laws and bylaws proposing a ban.” 
 
Due to the negative health and environmental impact of polystyrene, over 100 municipalities 
throughout the United States, Canada, Europe, and Asia have banned polystyrene food service 
ware, including 31 cities and towns across Massachusetts, as well as: Los Angeles, CA; 
Chicago, IL; Miami Beach, FL; Albany, NY; New York, NY; Portland, OR; and Seattle, WA. The 
list of towns across Massachusetts can be found on the MassGreen.org website, here. This 
proposed ban for Arlington is patterned off of similar bans in Massachusetts. 
 
Additionally, businesses are beginning to transition to less impactful packaging. Dunkin Donuts 
will eliminate polystyrene styrofoam cups by 2020, replacing them with a recyclable, double-
walled paper cup.   

Recommended Action 
The Arlington Recycling Committee recommends a ban on rigid and foam disposable 
polystyrene food service containers or utensils and packaging materials, effective January 1, 

http://nebula.wsimg.com/3b23c3e8e815987a9d0a2efd22c44279?AccessKeyId=1C31A3B4B1A73412F089&disposition=0&alloworigin=1
http://nebula.wsimg.com/3b23c3e8e815987a9d0a2efd22c44279?AccessKeyId=1C31A3B4B1A73412F089&disposition=0&alloworigin=1
http://www.massgreen.org/polystyrene-legislation.html
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2020. The draft bylaw that would implement this proposed ban is included as an appendix to 
this memo.  

Impact to Town  
We have done some preliminary work to assess the impacts and will do more prior to the 
beginning of Town Meeting. 
 
Arlington Public Schools: The school cafeterias use a number of polystyrene products. Staff 
believe all their polystyrene products can be replaced with different materials and they will get 
bids for new products in March. They expect they would use up all the banned items before the 
ban begins, but we would recommend that they be granted a waiver to use up their stock. 
 
Retail Stores: As part of our research we looked products on the shelves in local pharmacies 
and grocery stores to assess how easy it will be to replace some common products. There are 
non-polystyrene hot cups and cold cups available now and, with sufficient warning, we believe 
shelves can be stocked with compliant products. Nothing solves the frustration we all 
experience when something we are accustomed to using stops being available, but health and 
safety concerns always outweigh personal preference.  
 
UPS Store: This store would be banned from selling polystyrene packing peanuts under the 
current draft language, however people would be free to reuse packing peanuts and the UPS 
store would also be able to accept donated peanuts and reuse them. There are other available 
packing materials, including corn starch-based peanuts or air-filled "pillow packs." 

Alternatives 
Although polystyrene is often cheaper than alternatives, it is not significantly cheaper. Affordable 
and effective ways to reduce the negative environmental impacts of polystyrene products 
through the use of reusable, recyclable, biodegradable and/or compostable materials are 
available for most retail applications. 
 
A cost comparison of alternatives completed by other states or cities proposing bans shows it 
possible to find alternatives with as low as a $0.01 cost differential per unit. Refer to pricing 
studies included in the Appendix of this memo.  
 
Other Massachusetts towns have compiled lists of vendors and/or alternatives which can be 
viewed on the MassGreen.org website (here). Arlington could reduce the burden on impacted 
stakeholders and support enactment of this bylaw by compiling our own list and providing it to 
impacted stakeholders as part of the communications around this ban.   

Next Steps 
● The Committee will continue to work with Town Counsel on the bylaw wording. 

http://www.massgreen.org/polystyrene-alternatives.html
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● The Committee will create information sheets for businesses similar to the Brookline list 
in the Appendix to this memo. 

● The Committee will visit retails stores and restaurants prior to Town Meeting to be sure 
we understand the complexities. 

● The Committee will work with Health & Human Services to create additional handouts 
needed or modify permits and forms. 

Appendix 
1) Draft bylaw language 
2) Sierra Club overview 
3) Brookline’s list of alternate materials 
4) Cost of similar alternatives -  

a) Takoma Park, Maryland (2015) 
b) California Analysis (2012) 
 
 

  

https://documents-takomapark.s3.amazonaws.com/public-works/polystyrene-ban/PW-20150624-cost-analysis-hand-out.pdf
http://nebula.wsimg.com/327c4488072fdd5161bbfbb8787cb4c3?AccessKeyId=1C31A3B4B1A73412F089&disposition=0&alloworigin=1
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Polystyrene Reduction Bylaw 
 
Section 1. Purpose and Intent 
The use and disposal of polystyrene has significant impacts on our Town and our environment, 
including: 
A. Harm to aquatic life when ingested; 
B. Pollution of waterways; 
C. Human health risks from potential exposure to chemicals leaching from polystyrene food 

containers and consumption of aquatic wildlife that contains polystyrene microplastics;  
D. Limited recycling options for polystyrene containers and other polystyrene products. 
 
With the goal of protecting the health of residents and our natural resources, consistent with the 
Town Goals adopted by Town Meeting in 1993, and given that inexpensive, safe alternatives to 
polystyrene are easily obtained, the Town will phase out the use of certain polystyrene plastics 
by January 1, 2020. 
 
Section 2.  Definitions 
A. “Polystyrene Disposable Food Services Containers” shall mean single-use disposable 

products used for serving, consuming, or transporting food or beverages, including without 
limitation take-out foods and/or leftovers from partially consumed meals prepared by a 
restaurant and/or retail food establishment. This includes but is not limited to plates, cups, 
bowls, trays, hinged or lidded containers, straws, cup lids, and cutlery. It shall also include 
single-use disposable packaging for uncooked foods prepared on the premises, as well as 
disposable catering trays.  

 
B. “Expanded or Foam Polystyrene” and “Polystyrene” shall mean blown polystyrene 

(polystyrene that has been expanded or blown using a gaseous blowing agent into a solid 
foam) and expand and extruded forms, which are thermoplastic petrochemical materials 
utilizing a styrene monomer and processed  by any number of techniques including but not 
limited to to fusion of polymer spheres (expandable bead polystyrene), injection molding, 
form molding, and extrusion blown molding (extruded foam polystyrene) sometimes called 
Styrofoam, a Dow Chemical Co. trademarked form of polystyrene foam. Products containing 
polystyrene bear the recycling number “6” or “PS 6”.  

 
C. “Food Establishments” shall mean any operations, including without limitation, restaurants, 

schools, farmers markets, and public venues that store, prepare, package, serve, vend or 
otherwise provide food for human consumption. Any establishment requiring a permit to 
operate in accordance with the State Food Code, 105 CMR 590.000, et. seq., shall be 
considered a Food Establishment for the purpose of this bylaw. 

 
D. “Retail Establishments” shall mean any commercial business facility, whether for-profit or not-

for-profit, that sells goods directly to consumers including, but not limited to, grocery stores, 
pharmacies, liquor stores, convenience stores, retail stores, and vendors selling clothing, 
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food, and personal items, dry cleaning services, theaters and all other food service 
establishments. 

 
E. “Public Venues” shall mean operations including, but not limited to, meeting halls, churches, 

Town offices, the Senior Center, Recreation Department facilities, libraries, and public 
schools operating in Arlington.  

 
F. “Department” shall mean the Alington Department of Health and Human Services. 
 
G. “Director” shall mean the Director of Health and Human Services. 
 
Section 3. Use Regulations 
 
Effective January 1, 2020, polystyrene disposable food service containers, polystyrene cutlery, 
new polystyrene packing peanuts, and other polystyrene disposable products shall not be used, 
sold, or distributed by food establishments or retail establishments within the Town of Arlington.  
 
This bylaw shall not apply to: 
A. Polystyrene packing peanuts and foam packaging from shipments coming to Arlington or the 

reuse of such products coming to Arlington; 
B. Prepackaged meat and produce trays, egg cartons, and other food or beverage products 

bought from or packaged by any supplier located outside of Arlington; or  
C. Polystyrene foam freezer chests. 
 
Section 4. Penalties and Enforcement 
A. Each food establishment or retail establishment, as defined in Section 2, located in the 

Town shall  comply with this by-law. 

1.   If it is determined that a violation has occurred, the Director, or his or her designee in the 
Department, shall first issue a "warning  notice" to the food establishment or retail 
establishment for a first time violation. 

2.   If after 14 days from receipt of the warning notice, the food establishment or retail 
establishment continues to violate this by-law or commits a second violation, the Director 
shall issue a notice of violation and shall impose a penalty against the food 
establishment or retail establishment. 

3.   The penalty for each violation that occurs after the issuance of the warning notice shall 
be no more than: 

      (i)   $50 for the first offense; 

      (ii)   $100 for the second offense; 

     (iii)   $150 for the third and all subsequent offenses.   

4. No more than one penalty shall be imposed upon a food establishment or retail 
establishment within a seven calendar day period. 
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5. Food establishment or retail establishment shall have 15 calendar days after the date 
that a notice of violation is issued to pay the penalty or request a hearing in writing to the 
Director. 

B.  The Director may promulgate additional guidelines and regulations necessary for the 
effective enforcement of this bylaw, consistent with the foregoing. 

Section 5. Waivers 
In the event that compliance with the effective date of this by-law is not feasible for a food 
establishment or retail establishment because of either unavailability of alternative containers or 
products or economic hardship, the Director may grant a waiver of not more than six months 
upon application of the owner or owner's representative.  The Director may provide one 
additional six-month waiver upon showing of continued infeasibility or hardship, as set forth 
above. 
 
Section 6.  Severability 
The provisions of this bylaw are severable; and if any of the provisions of this bylaw shall be 
held unconstitutional or otherwise invalid by any court of competent jurisdiction, the decision of 
such court shall not affect or impair any of the remaining provisions. 
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Possible Alternatives to Polystyrene : 
 Paper 
 Aluminum 
 Compostable 

 
 Polyethylene Plastics 
 Polypropylene Plastics 
 Miscellaneous Plastics 

 
 
 

Companies/Products: 

 Amazon.com 
 Be Green Packaging 
 BioMass Packaging 
 Cryovac 
 Dart 
 EcoProducts 
 Hubert 
 Fabri-Kal 

 

 GreenWave 
 Mr. Takeout Bags 
 Packaging Specialties 
 Pactiv 
 TriMark United East 
 US Eco Products 
 Vegware 
 WB Mason 
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Containers: Clamshells & Two-Piece 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

~20 Per 9X8 Container 

~ 46 Cents 
per container 

Pa
ge
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~ 28 Cents per Container 

Sugarcane 
~15 Cents per Container 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fiber 
Ask for pricing 
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~24 Cents 
Per container 

~21 Cents 
Per container 

Pa
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Metal 
~13 Cents per Container & Lid 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

~20 Cents per Container 

~25 Cents per 
Container 

Pa
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nts per Cont 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

~15 Ce ainer 

~28 Cents per Container 

~18 Cents per Container 

~15 Cents per Container 
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Portion Cups: 
 

 

Sugarcane 
~ 4 Cents per Container 

~3 Cents per Container 

~2 Cents per Container 
~2 Cents per Lid 

Pa
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7 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Prices vary with location 

1.6 Cents per Cup 

Pa
ge
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Hot Cups & Lids: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

~4 Cents per Cup 

~ 4 Cents per Lid 

Pa
ge
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Paper Cups 

~8 Cents per Cup 

~ 6 Cents per Lid 

Pa
ge
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Paper Cups 

~10 Cents per Lid 

~ 8 cents per Lid 

Pa
ge
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~ 6 Cents per Lid 

Prices vary with location 

~7 Cents per Lid 

Pa
ge

12
 



Supermarket Trays: 
 

Bamboo & Sugar Cane 
Prices vary with location 

Plant-Based 
Prices vary with location 

Pa
ge
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Platters/Catering: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sugarcane 
~ $1.06 per tray 

~ 79 cents per lid 

Pa
ge
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Paper 

$3.97 each 

$1.56 each 

Pa
ge
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