
County of Santa Clara 
Recycling and Waste Reduction Commission 
Integrated Waste Management Division 
 
1553 Berger Drive, Building #1 
San Jose, California 95112 
(408) 282-3180      FAX (408) 282-3188 
www.ReduceWaste.org 

Commissioners:  Jamie McLeod, Chair; Ronit Bryant, Kansen Chu, Jim Griffith, Rosemary Kamei, Evan Low, Cat Tucker,  
 Kris Wang, Curtis Wright, Ken Yeager 
 

 
DATE: October 25, 2010 
 
TO:  Recycling and Waste Reduction Commission 
 
FROM: Source Reduction and Recycling Subcommittee of the Technical Advisory Committee 
 
RE:  Expanded Polystyrene  
 
 
BACKGROUND 
The Recycling and Waste Reduction Commission (RWRC) asked that the Technical Advisory Committee 
(TAC) explore alternative packaging to replace polystyrene foam packaging that is used by restaurants and 
take-out food establishments.  The TAC referred the matter to the Source Reduction and Recycling 
Subcommittee (SRR). 

At the December 2009 RWRC meeting, the Commissioners asked for an overview of the issue, a presentation 
on the impact of a potential ban on foam packaging, and what alternatives are readily available to retailers. 
 
SUMMARY 
Overview 
 
Local Action:  The following cities in California have taken action to reduce the use of polystyrene foam:  
Berkeley, Oakland, San Francisco, Millbrae, San Bruno, Pacifica, South San Francisco, Fremont, Richmond 
and Santa Cruz County.1 In Santa Clara County the following actions have been taken regarding foam food 
packaging.   
 

 Palo Alto:  April 2010 banned foam and non-recyclable plastic from food vendors. Within the first few 
months, and based on visits to restaurants, compliance has occurred at 90% of the food establishments. 

 
 Los Altos: Citizens have formed their own non-profit organization, Green Town Los Altos (GTLA), to 

promote environmental policies. A representative from GTLA presented information to SRR regarding 
their pilot program to help restaurants make the switch from foam to either recyclable or compostable 
products. GTLA volunteers have researched distributors and manufacturers of alternative food 
containers.  They have also surveyed restaurants and offered them free membership and branding for 
“Green Town Co-Op” so that restaurants can purchase bulk shipments of alternative containers at lower 

                                                 
1 ACC would prefer a list of cities that have shown a difference, rather than cities that have just enacted a ban. The difference should 
be based on scientific data, rather than anecdotal input from city staff.  



prices than they could if purchased from World Centric individually. The City of Los Altos will be 
implementing curbside food waste collection starting in September 2010. The new containers will be 
accepted at curbside for composting and processing.   

 
 Cupertino:  At a meeting of the Cupertino Restaurant Association, GTLA presented its restaurant 

outreach program and bulk prices for alternative products. Restaurant owners/managers present 
expressed that the prices shown for the alternative products were not substantially higher than what they 
are currently paying. They were more concerned with the functionality of the alternative products, such 
as the differing resistance to moisture, keeping the food warm and having leak-proof containers for 
saucy foods, as the primary concerns. Cupertino is piloting food waste collection at City Hall.  

 
 San Jose:  Ban on foam food packaging went into effect May 2010 at permitted large events. To date, 

the following events eliminated polystyrene carryout food packaging as part of their certification process 
as a Zero Waste Event. Most food vendors did not have any difficulty complying with San Jose’s 
requirements.  

 
Almaden Art and Wine Dancin' on the Ave Obon Festival 

Backesto Flea Market District 2 Community 
Fest 

Rose, White, and Blue Parade 
and Festival 

Celebrate Cambrian Italian Festa San Jose Pride Festival 
Children Moon Festival Jazz Festival Thai Festival 
Christmas in July Juneteenth Festival Via Velo/AmGen Tour 
Cinco De Mayo Left Coast Live  
Community Resource Fair Livestrong  

 
 Sunnyvale:  The City of Sunnyvale, Sunnyvale Chamber of Commerce, and Sunnyvale Downtown 

Association coordinate efforts for large events and ask for voluntary elimination of polystyrene food 
containers. Restaurants and food vendors mostly comply by replacing them with compostable or 
recyclable containers which are collected during the events. The following events participated: Art & 
Wine Festival (2008/2009/2010), Jazz & Beyond 2009, Rocktober Fest 2010. The diversion rate has 
varied from 36% to 87%. 

 
 Mountain View: See February 2010 County staff report to RWRC for details of policy or plans to 

review the issue of polystyrene foam take-out food containers.  
 

Federal Clean Water Act Regulations:  All cities in Santa Clara County, and in the Bay Area, are subject to the 
new, unprecedented, stringent trash reduction requirements established by the Bay Area Municipal Regional 
Permit (MRP). The MRP represents local enforcement implementation for the municipal separate storm sewer 
(MS4) provisions of the Federal Clean Water Act. These aggressive trash reduction requirements, in effect as of 
December 2009, are: 
 

 40% trash reduction by 2014 
 70% trash reduction by 2017 
 100% trash reduction, i.e. “no trash” in local creeks and waterways by 2022 

Currently, methodology is being developed to measure and track baseline trash levels. Trash items which persist 
in marine environments, such as food serviceware made from expanded polystyrene foam, are described as 



persistent and problematic. All actions taken by co-permittees of the MRP, to reduce or eliminate persistent 
trash items will be considered as “credits” toward compliance towards the above trash reduction requirements. 
The San Francisco Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) has not yet defined how these credits will 
be determined.  
 
In 2006, San Francisco passed a ban on polystyrene foam food packaging. Over the next two years following 
this ban, San Francisco’s litter audit (City of San Francisco Department of Environment, Streets Litter Re-
Audit, 2009) documented a 41% reduction in foam polystyrene food containers.   
 
A ban on polystyrene may not necessarily reduce trash, but may change the composition of it.  
Zero Waste in Santa Clara County:  On August 30, 2010 RWRC accepted the Zero Waste 2020 plan, setting the 
policy for waste reduction for the County. This document includes goals for Waste Reduction especially as it 
pertains to amount of materials to be managed, and the negative impacts of certain types of packaging, such as 
expanded polystyrene foam.  
 
Issues Identified: SRR spent several meetings discussing various issues regarding replacing EPS with 
alternatives.  
 

 Some compostable products look similar to traditional plastics. When they reach material recovery 
facilities, sorters will pull this material off the processing line and place it in with recyclable plastics 
because it is difficult to tell the difference between the two. These compostable products end up 
contaminating the recyclable commodities.  

 
 Many products labeled as compostable do not break down in composting facilities in the time required 

to be considered compostable in local programs. They must be pulled out and reintroduced to the 
composting system a second, and perhaps even a third time until the material can be considered fully 
composted.  This residue and its impact on the marketability of compostable material is a national issue 
of concern for all U.S. industrial scale composting facilities. The U.S. Composting Council will hold its 
annual conference in Santa Clara in January 2011. One full-day track of presentations at this conference 
will focus on this issue. 

 
 Currently, collection services differ among the various Santa Clara County jurisdictions. When a 

resident purchases food in one jurisdiction that accepts alternative packaging and deposits it into another 
jurisdiction’s recycling/waste program that does not accept such packaging, the alternative product 
could potentially be landfilled. 

Potential Impact of Ban on Foam Food Packaging and Alternatives 
As part of San Jose’s Zero Waste Events process, food service providers have expressed no surprise at the 
requirements to use alternative products.  Bans on expanded polystyrene foam are common and becoming 
“expected” throughout the Bay Area. As the demand for alternative products increases, and they are being 
produced in larger quantities, prices for these products continue to decrease. Pricing and functionality continue 
to be a concern for restaurants. 
 
As GTLA demonstrated to the SRR committee, many alternatives are available. They passed around various 
containers including those made from bagasse (sugar cane byproduct), polylactic acid (PLA), potato starch and 
wheat straw.   

The County of Santa Clara’s Procurement Department is finalizing a study on alternative packaging that will be 
presented to the Board of Supervisors in the coming months.  Staff will circulate this study as soon as it is 
available for distribution. 



Stakeholders 
It has been noted that expanded polystyrene foam can be recycled and DART Container has offered tours of 
their facility in Lodi to any staff or elected officials who would like to attend. Several TAC members and City 
staff toured this facility in late September. More information can be found at www.dart.biz/recyclingCA and 
http://earth911.com/recycling/plastic/number-6-plastic-polystyrene/ with regard to recycling foam packaging.  
Food foam packaging can only be recycled if it is free of food residue. 
 
Most cities in Santa Clara County are not accepting foam food packaging or any foam polystyrene for recycling. 
Haulers are disposing this product to landfill as it contaminates other recycling commodities, and creates a litter 
issue at the recycling facilities. It is light, easily windblown, breaks up into smaller pieces which are difficult to 
control, and requires extra handling at their facilities.   
 
The majority of Source Reduction and Recycling Subcommittee members support alternative packaging which 
is locally recyclable or compostable.  
 
RECOMMENDATION  
SRR’s investigation has revealed that alternatives are available, as confirmed by local cities and organizations. 
It is recommended that each jurisdiction consider adopting a ban on foam food takeout containers.  

There are several good resources and model ordinances available for jurisdictions that can be found at 
http://www.cawrecycles.org/issues/plastic_campaign/polystyrene/local.   

Some jurisdictions may support a reduction in the use of polystyrene foam by banning the product within their 
city facilities, at governmental agency cafeterias or at large community events. Thereby they would take a 
leadership role towards reducing expanded polystyrene take-out food containers in their jurisdiction. Piloting a 
ban internally would provide jurisdictions with an opportunity to see which alternative products work best 
within their waste and recycling systems.  

 

http://www.dart.biz/recyclingCA
http://earth911.com/recycling/plastic/number-6-plastic-polystyrene/
http://www.cawrecycles.org/issues/plastic_campaign/polystyrene/local

