IS POLYSTYRENE SAFE TO USE FOR FOOD PACKAGING

The debate about whether Polystyrene is safe to use for food packaging has been going on since the nineties, when consumers started learning about styrene, a substance that is used in the manufacturing of Polystyrene and the migration thereof into the food the packaging holds. Should you search on the Internet, you’ll come across numerous unscientific websites stating that styrene carries dangerous health risks and that Polystyrene is not safe to use for food packaging. This is not true, and none of these websites base their information on scientific facts and tests. So, in accordance to numerous scientific experiments that has been done in the past years, herewith the true facts about Polystyrene, styrene and the migration thereof.   

Q: What is styrene?
A: Styrene is a clear, colourless liquid that is derived from petroleum and natural gas by-products, but which also occurs naturally in food such as coffee, strawberries and cinnamon. Styrene helps create plastic materials used in thousands of remarkably strong, flexible, and lightweight products, which represent a vital part of our health and well being. It's used in everything from food containers and packaging materials to cars, boats, and computers. 

The styrene used in these products is synthetically manufactured in petrochemical plants. 

Q: What about the safety of Polystyrene food packaging?
A: Recent, independent scientific studies show that Polystyrene food and beverage containers, ranging from ice cream containers to coffee cups, are safe for normal everyday use. However, over the last few years, there have been misleading reports in the news that some components of Polystyrene might migrate from food containers into the food during microwaving or heating, causing potentially harmful health effects in consumers. 

The styrene industry has always taken seriously its obligation for product safety. After the first studies suggesting effects were published, the industry conducted further research under the supervision of independent laboratories. It is worth mentioning that all these studies simulated highly exaggerated exposure conditions: the dose selected for one of the studies was equivalent to a daily intake of yoghurt of 5,000 grams per person - far more than even the most fanatic enthusiast eats in a day! 
Clear solid Polystyrene foodservice products, also called Oriented Polystyrene (OPS), and foam Polystyrene foodservice products, or Expanded Polystyrene (EPS), are products that have been tested and deemed safe for consumer use.


The research, conducted in Europe, the United States and Japan, clearly supports the conclusion that it is safe to eat hot or cold foods packaged in Polystyrene. These conclusions are consistent with the findings in the US which show that the maximum amount of styrene that could migrate from Polystyrene food-contact packaging is very small and presents no health and safety concerns.

It is also worth emphasising that, in all industrialised countries, materials used in containers for food contact are subjected to rigorous testing. All packaging (glass, aluminium, paper, and plastic - including Polystyrene) contains substances that can "migrate," or transfer, to foods or beverages. Therefore, health agencies set tight industry standards with high safety factors that all packaging materials must meet in order to be used for food contact. This way, consumers can feel confident that the products they use under normal conditions are safe: and that is of course also the case with Polystyrene. 
Q: Is it safe to heat food in a plastic container in the microwave? 

A: Rumours about the safety of using Polystyrene (also known as the brand name Styrofoam) in microwaves have circulated, stating that plastics form dioxins when heated in the microwave. This is completely untrue. For one thing, there is no reason for plastic containers to contain dioxin unless the purpose is to store dioxin and, important to note, dioxins typically form at temperatures above 370°C.
Contrary to popular belief, some Expanded Polystyrene (EPS) and other polystyrene containers, such as salad or yogurt containers, can safely be used in the microwave. Just follow the same rule you follow for other plastic containers: Check the label.
Q: How do I contact the Polystyrene Packaging Council? 

A: Visit our website at www.polystyrenepackaging.co.za or send an email to info@polystyrenepackaging.co.za or call us at 012 259 0554.

