sioner Bob Koch introduced an ordi -

nance to ban polystyrene foam (P
aka Syrdoam in the fast food industry,
t h e n
quickly wthdrewit. Koch discovered that the all eged
environnental problens wth PSF (commonly known
by the trade nane Syrofoam) did not exist and nan-
dating the use of substitute products could increase
pd [ ution and costs.

However, Qonmissioner Earl B unenauer, backed by
enviromental i sts, took up the banner.
Ater nonths of
heated debate, the
cdty coudl praib-
ited the use of foam

I n the summer of 1988, Aty GConmis-
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cotaners for take-out food
and beverage. The |atest
data, however, show that
G ssi oner Koch was cor -
rect: instead of sdv-ing prab-
lens, Rortlads law actudly
hurts the enviroment, while
driving up costs to busi nesses
and consuners.
The ban on PSF responded
to concerns that are no longer issues or never vere.
Pro-ponents argued that chlorofl orocarbons (GRG),
the chenmicals believed to deplete stratos-
pheric ozone, were released in the produc-
tion of PF However, accodng to the
city's own 1988 Task Force Report, 90 per -
cent of foamcups vere not produced wth
G, and in 1988, less than 2 percent of
national CC use cane from PS- pro-
duction. Qitlawng PS-was a highly irg -
fective way of conating ozone depl e-
tion, and is even nore so today: no
GG have been used in PSF produc-
tion since 1990,

Ban proponents also wanted to
address post-consuner waste. They
conpl ai ned that foam products were not
being recycled. Yet before the ban was
passed, the Portland-based Denton
Rastics was collecting foam from 12
school lunch prograns and nine
MDonal ds, processing an estinated
20,000 pounds of PSF a nonth.
Adoption of the ban hel ped end that
program

Wile still hindering P~ recycl ers,
the ban has not stamped them out.
AP Northwest currently recycles
foam from nearby conmunity col -
leges; nonprofits are exenpt from
the ban, as PSFis far | ess expensive
than the aternatives. Marwhile,
the substitute products that busi -
nesses were forced to use
coated paper or #6 clear plastic
are routinegy thrown anay, being norecycl ade.

Mry feared that PS- was filling up the city
dunp. In 1988, PRortlands Reidel landfill was
approaching capacity and the NMBY (Not In M
Back Yard) factor ves neking it dif fiat tofirda
newlandfill site. Hwever, WllianRihe o the

Grbage Prgect, the nest extensive study of

landfills to date, shoved that fast-food pack-

Spring 2000

OREGON S FUTURE

41



aging whether paper, foam o pestic
amounted to no nore than 0.3 per-
cent, by vdume, of an average landfill.

Qitics of PF dso voried it woud
rever bresk dom in a landfill, but the
vast ngjority of organic natter never
breaks down under landfill conditions. As
far the lacd ladill crisis, that shortage
has passed. Bven Lee Barrett, a nan-
ager inPortland s solid waste program
ad the dty s long-tine enforcer of the
ban agrees. Private investnents since
the late 1980s have resuted inagu of
landfill space thet is nat likdy to go avey
for decades.

Ban proponents also noted that foam
litters dty stregts. Yet littairngisaaltud
problem not easily addressed by govern-
nent nandates. The ban nerel y changes
the type of trash throm.

Frdly, enviromnentaists asserted that
littered foam pieces haomwldife when
ingested. Yet no one has ever substanti -
ated this claim According to Defenders of
Wildifés Sra Vickernan, wo investi -
gated the topic a the tine of the debete,
the naterial appears to sinply pass
through an aninal .

The largescde falue o Rxtlads
pol ystyrene foamban is conpounded by
its several unintended consequences. In
1990, Fanklin Associates, an indepen-
dent environnental research firm found
that the nmanufacture of paper cups
resuted in 42 percent nore water palu-
tion, 46 percent nore air pdlution, ad 75
percent nore industrid waste than that of
foam cups. Mde predominantly of air,
foamrequires 30 percent less energy to
produce than paper. Athough PSF uses
fossil fuds in its structure, pgper wses
nore such nonrenewabl e resources inits

johansen

nanufactwring so that both use virtudly
equi va ent anouts of fossil fuds.

Because PSF requires |ess raw nate-
rid and less energy to produce, it is sub-
startialy less expensive than the paper
aternatives. The extra expense to busi -
nesses and consuners is significant; one
domntown sidewalk food stand, for
instance, pays over $,000 a year in
excess costs to purchase non-foamprod-
uts.

With over 2 700 |icensed food vendors
dfected by the ben it is estinated thet
the annual cost of conpliance i s between
$.3and 3.9 mllion ayear,” for noev -
ronnental gain. Mreover, there ae
opportunity costs: the noney wasted on
the ordinance is noney not availad e for
i nproved food service, wages to workers,
or disposabl e i ncone to consuners.

The waste of noney and resources is
hastened by the fact that paper is used a
a faster rate. Because paper is a poor
imsdao, doudle cups, javajackets, ad
extra ngpkins are routingly used to pro-
tect hands fromhot beverages.

Last summer, the dty redized thet the
foam ordinance, though passed, was
never codified The council voted to
codify the ban. Re-alowng foam use,
dficials expaned, wud undernine their
upconing requirenent that certain food-
wast e generators begi n conposting. The
city had yet to conduct a study of the
costs and benefits of nandatory com
posti ng.

Mre sigificatly, Rrtlad s foamban
represents an enotional topic, naking it
df ficut to chalenge WMile recognizing

that the origna logc behind the ban no
longer nakes sense, city offidds
appl auded the ban, callingit a pioneering
dfort, a Rortland icon, and a synbd of
the dty s coomtnent to the environ-
nent .

B/ cotinung to dlow the city od -
nance to go unchal l enged, Portland s ban
opens the door to sinilar nisgui ded | egdl
neasures statewde. In August of 1999,
Qegon Gty considered passage of a
foam ban nodeled on Portland s ad -
nance. Fortunately the proposal did not
gai n popul ar support.

Rrtland s experience provides an im
portant lesson: enotion is no repl ace-
nert for scietific fact wenlegslaionis
concerned. Al environnental policy,
vhether well-intentioned and pioneering
o nt, shodd be suject to scetific
scrutiny.

Angela Eckhardt is a program coordinator
with Cascade Policy Institute in Portland.
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