 Weight of Evidence on Safety of Polystyrene Containers Contradicts New Study Results

Global test results, government agencies, and long time consumer 

experience support safety of polystyrene food containers

A new screening study by researchers in Japan reports that some components of polystyrene (styrene dimers and trimers) that may migrate from a container into the contents of a container during microwaving or heating, might have endocrine activity.  

This new research seems to contradict a significant body of scientific evidence that supports the safety of polystyrene food and beverage containers, which have been safely used around the world for more than 50 years.  In spite of low estrogenic activity, no health effects have been observed at realistic exposure levels. There have been three reports linking components of polystyrene to the endocrine issue.  In the most recent, several components of polystyrene were tested by a very sensitive test tube test and found to behave in a similar manner to estrogen, one of the human sex hormones.  The relative activity was roughly one thousand times less that that of estrogen.  The same substances had been tested earlier in a rat feeding study that is the most widely used test for endocrine effects.  No effects were found in this earlier study.  Thus, while this recent study seems to show that these substances have some endocrine activity in a test tube, they do not appear to cause any effects in animals.  
In Japan, materials used in containers for food contact are subjected to rigorous testing at exaggerated conditions of use, allowing consumers to feel safe in using convenient, insulated and economical food containers like polystyrene coffee cups, meat trays, salad boxes, and noodle cups.   Knowing that impurities from food containers may migrate or leach into the food itself in extremely small concentrations during heating or microwaving, health agencies like the Japan Ministry of Health Welfare (MHW) and the U.S. Food and Drug Administration set tight industry standards with high safety factors that all packaging materials must meet in order to be used for food contact. This way customers can feel confident that the products they use under normal conditions are safe.
In the case of styrene dimers and trimers, the results from multiple estrogenic studies replicated in Europe, the United States, and Japan, led the Japan Ministry of the Environment to remove the category of styrene dimers and trimers from its regulation pertaining to suspected endocrine disrupters, known as SPEED ’98.   Twenty-five distinguished Japanese panel members from universities, government agencies, and cities served on a special task force to evaluated all the test data and make this decision.  

These conclusions are consistent with the findings of the Ministry of Health and Welfare’s National Institute for Health Sciences in Japan, which recently said there is no reason to regulate the use of polystyrene products because of concerns over environmental hormones.  The MHW published a November 1998 Interim Report confirming these findings.  Likewise, officials in the United State and Europe do not consider polystyrene a concern for human health. Health and environment agencies worldwide see to it margins of safety are met to protect the public and consumers can feel safe and be secure in their decision to use polystyrene food containers.  
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