BANNING PLASTIC STRAWS: THE BEGINNING
OF THE WAR AGAINST PLASTICS

Marcela Romero Mosquera™
I. INTRODUCTION

Plastics have become part of our daily life. Everyone uses plastics,
plastics are simply everywhere.! They are in vehicles, building materials,
electronic devices, and even clothing.? The production of plastic has
grown eight percent per year for decades, and since its creation, 8.3 billion
metric tons of plastic have been produced.’ The Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) reported “every bit of plastic ever made still exists.” The
world has become dependent on plastic products due to its durability,
strength, and lightweight.” However, the problem is that plastics are non-
biodegradable, they keep breaking down into smaller parts but never
disappear completely, and as a result, it gets accumulated in landfills or
the natural environment.®
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Human overconsumption of plastic, improper disposal methods, and
its non-biodegradable nature have increased the massive problem of
plastic pollution in waterways and oceans.” Plastic has been found on each
of the five major ocean gyres, “including the well-known ‘Great Pacific
Garbage Patch’ that covers an area roughly equivalent to Texas.”®
Moreover, scientists have reported that nearly 700 species of animals are
threatened due to the risk of ingestion or entanglement with plastic waste,
such as marine mammals, birds, reptiles, and fish.” The EPA has reported
that one-third to two-thirds of the marine debris found on beaches comes
from single-use disposable plastic including plastic cups, bottles, straws,
and utensils.!® Plastic straws currently rate the seventh item mostly
collected during beach clean-ups.!! But why pick on plastic straws?
Americans use 500 million drinking straws per day,'? which equates to
wrapping the Earth’s circumference 2.5 times per year.!* Due to its
lightweight, most of the plastic straws do not make it to recycling or
landfills and they end up polluting the oceans and killing the marine life.'
Although Congress has passed legislation to help reduce plastic pollution,
more preventive measures are needed starting at the local level to reduce
the amount of plastic society uses and produces each year.'’

This note proposes an analysis of current legislative approaches to
eliminate the use of plastic straws as an initial measure to help lessen the
impact of plastic pollution in the environment. Moreover, it assesses the
benefits and alternatives to plastic straw bans to show its potential in
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shaping the behavior of society without creating a negative impact on
groups of society that depend on plastic straws due to health issues. Cities,
companies and local groups are taking actions to lessen the use of plastic
straws as an initial measure to reduce plastic waste. However, there is still
a great need of stronger and more effective measures to solve the problem
of plastic pollution. Even though plastic straws are small in size, they
amount to be a significant part of the overall plastic waste due to its
popularity among society. Therefore, measures to lessen its use will have
a significant impact on the overall use of plastic and help lessen the
current environmental threat created by plastic waste.

Part I provides the historical background of plastic straws, which
shows its common use as a commodity and its impact on shaping human
behavior on making society unconsciously dependent on plastic straws.
Part II assesses multiple issues that arise from the use of plastic straws,
including ingestion harm to animals, entanglement with plastic waste,
lack of proper recycling disposal methods, and its further decomposition
into microplastics. Part III presents an analysis of current legislation in
multiple cities, as well as companies and local groups’ initiatives to
explain bans on plastic straws and its effectiveness. Part IV analyzes the
benefits and disadvantages of single-use plastic straws to show a balanced
analysis of this subject. Part V illustrates the different alternatives to the
use of plastic straws available in the market. This note will focus
particularly on single-use plastic straws and the current movement of
banning its use and distribution as an initial measure to lessen the impact
of the overall plastic waste problem.

A. Background History of the Drinking Straw

Even though plastic straws are a modern creation, there are records
of humans using “hollow, cylindrical tubes” to consume liquids from
centuries ago.'® The Ancient Sumerians are the oldest confirmed society
that used thin tubes made out of precious metals to reach the fermented
beer dating back from approximately 3,000 B.C.!” However, it was not
until the 1880s when Marvin Stone, a paper cigarette holder
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manufacturer, patented the first drinking straw made of wrapped strips of
paper glued together and coated in paraffin wax.'® At least thirty years
prior to Stone’s straw, other drinking tools were available and more
durable such as metal and rubber “drinking tubes.”'” However, the key to
Stone’s straw popularity was that it was cheaper to produce and
disposable.?® The United States was still getting used to the paper straws
when plastic manufacturing began to develop.?' In 1970, John Wesley
Hyatt invented the first plastic products made from celluloid, and in the
following decades, other plastic compounds started to bloom.*

The 1950°s changed the history of the straw and gave it the common
plastic sheen.”® During World War II, factories started producing
extraordinary numbers of plastic due to its low cost and durability.?*
When the war ended, manufacturers in need for new markets, focused on
the cheap and growing consumer goods made out of plastic.”> Also, the
economic boom after the war promoted the fast-food meals with to-go
cups, but the paper straws easily ripped and tore apart.’® Rapidly
manufactured by large corporations, plastic straws became cheaper to
produce, more durable, and easy to use and throw-away popular
products.?’” Eventually, plastic straws became the standard in restaurants
among the United States, and ultimately across the globe.?® Manufacturers
met the high demands of a society looking for items that are more
convenient to take on-the-go, and single-use plastic straws were not the
exception.”’ As David Rhodes, the global business director for the paper
straw manufacturer Aardvark Straws stated, “[i]t truly was a better
product at a cheaper price, and in that era, no one looked at the future
impact it would have on our environment.”°
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I1. ISSUES PRODUCED BY SINGLE-USE PLASTIC STRAWS

A. Amount of Single-Use Plastic Straws Used

The use of plastic has become a fundamental part of modern society,
and the amounts used are alarming. Nowadays, single-use plastic straws
can be found everywhere food is served.’! The amount of straws
Americans consume every day is so high that it could fill the Yankee
Stadium nine times per year*” or fill 125 school buses with straws every
day, for a total of 46,400 school buses every year.*® Different market
research firms debate between the amount of plastic straws that
Americans use per day from 175 million** to 390 million per day or 63
billion to 142 billion straws per year.>> Even if the numbers do not
correlate, these figures are still alarming because although the single-use
plastic straws are relatively small, the amounts used really add up to the
total plastic waste.*

B. Issues with Recycling

The main issue with single-use plastic straws is that due to its small
size and lightweight, plastic straws cannot be recycled, therefore they end
up in land fields or the environment. The first global analysis of all plastic
discovered that approximately 8.3 billion metric tons of plastic have been
produced since its creation, only nine percent has been recycled, twelve
percent has been incinerated, and seventy-nine percent or 6.3 billion tons
have become plastic waste, and it is accumulated in landfills or the natural
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environment.’’ Plastic straws are made out of type 5 plastic known as
polypropylene, which is recyclable.>® However, recycling facilities do not
accept plastic straws because they are too small, flexible and can damage
the recycling machinery by falling between the cracks.* The proper way
to dispose of plastic straws is to put them into a large container made out
of type 5 plastic, such as microwavable plastic containers or plastic take-
out containers.*” Although by doing so the plastic straws would not get
stuck in recycling machinery, there is no guarantee that all will be
recycled.*' Due to the cheap price to manufacture type 5 plastic, the
demand for recyclable products is very low, therefore, most of this type
of plastic such as straws, end up as regular waste.*?

C. Ocean Plastic Contamination and Harm to Marine Wildlife

Ocean pollution has become a major issue faced by communities due
to the alarming amounts of trash and the threat it represents to the
environment.* The EPA stated that the amount of waste from United
States consumers continues to rise and when it is disposed of improperly
by poor waste management or litter, the trash finds its way into rivers,
streams and other waterways that end up in the ocean.** Approximately
eight million tons of plastic waste enter the oceans each year which
equates to dumping the contents of one garbage truck into the ocean every
minute.*’ This alarming information estimates that in 2025 for every three
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tons of fish, there will be one ton of plastic, and by 2050 there will be
more plastic in our ocean than fish.*¢

The single-use plastic straws popularity keeps making straws a
common item found among ocean pollution. The EPA stated that one-
third to two-thirds of waste found on beaches come from single-use
disposable plastic packaging from food and beverage-related goods and
services such as plastic cups, bottles, straws, and utensils.*’ Studies using
trash collected on the United States coastlines during cleanups for five
years estimate that nearly 7.5 million plastic straws are lying around
America’s shorelines and from 437 million to 8.3 billion plastic straws
are on the entire world’s coastlines.*®

In 2015, the cruel reality of plastic straws harming marine animals
became viral when a video showing rescuers removing a plastic straw
from a sea turtle’s nose in graphic and bloody detail invaded social
media.*” Marine animals cannot distinguish between food and plastic,*
thus many animals end up ingesting plastic and straws among those.
Marine animal plastic ingestion is fatal because “it can produce ulcers,
infections, and even obstruct the animal’s stomach or intestine, causing
starvation and death.”' A study by Plymouth University estimates that
almost 700 marine species encounter plastic pollution and are threatened
by it on a daily basis.’® Other studies showed that plastic waste kills at
least 100 million marine animals every year, up to 1 million seabirds,
100,000 sea mammals, marine turtles, and countless fish.”* Plastic straws
are so small that unfortunately, they have become part of many marine
animals’ meals threatening their biological systems.
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Marine animals are not only threatened by plastic due to ingestion,
but also by entanglement or damage to their habitat. Entanglement can
seriously affect marine animals’ ability to survive because it can impede
them from their freedom.>* Moreover, entanglement can produce cuts that
could end up in dangerous infections, or it can restrict marine animals
from eating, or even breathing. In addition, plastic waste can drastically
damage the habitat of marine organisms, especially coral reefs, and sea
grass.”®> Twenty-five percent of the entire marine lives use coral reefs as
their home.*® The likelihood of coral reefs becoming diseased after
coming into contact with plastic waste increases from four percent to
eighty-nine percent due to skin infections.’’

D. Decomposition into Microplastics

One of the biggest issues with plastic is that due to its chemical
composition, plastics never bio-degrade and never fully degrade.’® It is
commonly known that plastics take a long time to disappear completely,
straws especially take up to 200 years to decompose.”® GreenPeace has
stated that every piece of plastic will continue to exist for at least 500 years
after its creation.” But even after 200 years have passed, the organism
responsible for breaking down organic compounds cannot break the
unnatural strong carbon-carbon bonds that form plastic, therefore it never
seizes to exist.%! Plastic cannot biodegrade because its particles cannot
naturally break down completely, and it never fully degrades because even
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if it seems that it has disappeared, plastic keeps breaking down into smaller
even invisible pieces known as microplastics.** The worst part of this
process is that plastic keeps releasing chemicals that are known to be toxic
to wildlife and the environment.®

Society is facing a new dangerous situation with the proliferation of
microplastics. Microplastics are found everywhere; they are present in
oceans, waterways, the soil and even in the food people eat.%
Microplastics are considered to be less than Smm in diameter and due to
their small size, they usually evade filtration systems at water treatment
plants and end up in water ways.%> Studies show that when organisms eat
these tiny particles of plastic, it enters their bloodstream and never gets
processed out, traveling up the food chain to the top predator which is
usually the human.®® Chances are that humans are currently ingesting tiny
pieces of plastic by drinking water, eating fish or other seafood and adding
salt to meals.®’

III. LEGISLATION INTENDED TO REDUCE OR ELIMINATE
THE USE OF PLASTIC STRAWS

A. Countries

Even though plastic pollution keeps affecting our environment and
lives in different ways, there is still hope thanks to the momentum that
numerous global and local initiatives provide to help reduce or eliminate
the consumption of single-use plastic, especially plastic straws.’® Costa
Rica, known for its green credentials, intends to be the first country that
bans all single-use plastic by 2021.%° Its government is investing in
research to find greener alternatives to single-use plastic as well as giving
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incentives to businesses.’’ Also, Great Britain announced its intentions to
ban the sale of plastic straws and other single-use plastics which would
be enforced between October 2019 and October 2020,”" as part of their
twenty-five year Environment Plan.”> Queen Elizabeth II joined “the war
on plastics” by announcing the ban of plastic straws and plastic bottles
from the Royal estates in 2018.”* The European Union implemented
strategies to restrict the consumption of single-use plastics and make all
plastic packaging on the EU market recyclable by 2030.”* Additionally,
cities among different countries such as United States, Canada, Greece,
India, Scotland, Switzerland, and Guatemala have taken similar initiatives
to ban or reduce the use of single-use plastic, which includes plastic
straws.

B. States and Cities Among the United States

Dozens of cities in the United States have established legislation that
intend to ban or restrict the use of plastic straws in restaurants, but only
California has been successful in making such a big move.”® The Golden
State became the first state in the United States to go straw-less by
banning plastic straws at sit-down eateries, starting January 2019.7® The
new law called Assembly Bill No. 1884 specifies that “a full-service
restaurant shall not provide a single-use plastic straw to a consumer unless
requested by the consumer,” and imposes a fine of $25 per day or a

o
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maximum of $300 a year.”” The downside of the law is that it only applies
to full-service restaurants; the law does not apply to fast-food restaurants,
coffee shops, bakeries, or take-out restaurants.”®> However, California’s
cities, counties, and municipalities are free to make stronger policies
involving straws and expand it to different types of establishments.
"Similarly, Hawaii tried to pass the Senate Bill 2285, which prohibited
the distribution, sale, and provision of plastic straws and fined violators
by picking up litter or by performing community service.®® Although the
bill died during committee discussion in 2018, several establishments in
the island are transitioning away from plastic straws to compostable paper
straws.®!

Local ordinances are far more prevalent and “as of September 2018,
there were 31 ordinances that had been adopted by local governments—
13 in California, 7 in Florida, 3 in New Jersey, 2 each in Massachusetts
and Washington, and 1 each in Minnesota, New York, Ohio, and South
Carolina.”® Out of the 31 municipal ordinances, “16 are full bans, 6 are
partial bans, and 9 default choice modifications.”® After ten years of
efforts to reduce plastic use, Seattle became the first major city in the
United States to enact a ban on plastic straws along with single-use plastic
utensils as of July 1st, 2018.** The Seattle Municipal Code Sec.
21.36.084,% imposes a penalty of $250 to businesses that violate the new
law. Seattle’s 5,000 restaurants are now using reusable or compostable
utensils, straws and cocktail picks, but the city keeps encouraging
business to consider not providing straws at all or switching to paper

72018 Cal ALS 576, 2018 Cal AB 1884, 2018 Cal Stats. ch. 576, 2018 Cal ALS
576,2018 Cal AB 1884, 2018 Cal Stats. ch. 576.

8 Travis P. Wagner, & Patti Toews, Assessing the Use of Default Choice
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straws.®” The Seattle straw ban is the result of an ordinance dating back
to 2008 requiring restaurants and food-service businesses “to find
recyclable or compostable alternatives to disposable containers, cups,
utensils, straws, and other products.”®® The straw-less became even
stronger after the campaign “Strawless In Seattle” led by Lonely Whale
in September of 2017, permanently removed 2.3 million single-use plastic
straws from the city.®

Seattle’s initiatives influenced different cities among the United
States to follow suit. Washington D.C. banned plastic straws in
restaurants and other food-related businesses starting January 1st, 2019
but businesses have until July to make the transition to alternatives before
the fines take place.” Since 2012, in order to cut down little on the beach,
the city of Miami Beach created an ordinance that banned plastic straws
at the beach specifically, beachfront hotels and restaurants, with fines
from $50 to $500.°! Cities like Saint Petersburg’® and Fort Myers in
Florida; Malibu, Berkley®®, Alameda, Carmel, San Luis Obispo, Davis,
Manhattan Beach, Oakland, Richmond,”* and San Francisco in
California®; Monmouth Beach in New Jersey; and Edmonds in
Washington State; are among the dozens of cities that have banned single-
use plastic straws,”® but other cities such as New York and Los Angeles
have pending legislation.”’
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C. Companies

Americans spend more money eating out than preparing their own
meals, which often means that the food they buy comes in plastic or
throw-away containers.”® Some corporations have decided to avoid using
plastic straws and other plastic containers to contribute to the reduction
of plastic waste by banning these items.” Starbucks announced that its
iconic green plastic straw will be completely off the stores by 2020, a
decision taken in part after almost 150,000 signatures from its
customers.'® The Walt Disney Company stated that by mid-2019, it “will
eliminate single-use plastic straws and plastic stirrers at all owned and
operated locations across the globe, amounting to a reduction of more
than 175 million straws and 13 million stirrers annually.”'"!

Other multinational companies are following the bans on single-use
straws.'”> McDonald’s, the world’s largest restaurant company, is taking
steps to reduce plastic straws in stores specifically in the United
Kingdom,'® but the Corporation set a goal to shift 100% of guest
packaging—including straws—to renewable or recycled sources by
2025.1% Aramark, a company that operates in hospitals, schools, prisons
and businesses in nineteen countries, vowed to reduce its plastic straw use
60% by 2020, which is nearly 100 million fewer straws annually just in
the U.S.!% Other companies such as “Already, American Airlines, Hyatt,
Marriott International, Alaska Airlines, SeaWorld and Royal Caribbean
cruise lines” have also banned plastic straws.'® Additionally, private
facilities in the United States such as zoos and aquariums, decided to
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follow the same path of banning or phasing out the distribution of plastic
straws.'"’

D. Global and Local Campaigns

Most plastic produced worldwide is destined to become restaurant
packaging products such as foam take-out containers, straws, and lids'®®
which not surprisingly are the most common items found in beach clean-
ups.'” Multiple campaigns are targeting plastic straws as a growing
global movement to reduce their use.''’ One of the first campaigns of its
kind, Be Straw Free, started in 2011 by Milo Cress, a nine-year-old boy
who asked restaurants in his hometown Burlington, Vermont, to stop
providing straws to customers unless requested.''' Many restaurants
agreed and they started seeing a reduction between fifty to eighty percent
in the use of straws, and the word spread nationwide.''? Similarly, The
Last Plastic Straw campaign, a global movement that strives to educate
the public about the single-use plastic, and its effects in human health and
the environment, challenges individuals to refuse using straws, and also
drinking establishments and restaurants by simply stating on their menus
“straws available upon request.”''* The founder states that by refusing to
use a straw, it will help reduce the number of plastic straws in the waste-
stream overnight and have a positive savings impact for business and
municipalities.'*

Likewise, the Surfrider Foundation has created its own campaign
called Ocean Friendly Restaurants, in which it “offers restaurants an easy
way to show their commitment to making sustainable choices for our
ocean.”!'> The restaurants participating in this campaign must follow
certain steps such as providing straws only upon request, pay an annual
fee depending on the number of employees, and upon compliance are
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awarded an official recognition.''® Up to date, the Surfrider Foundation
Ocean Friendly Restaurants are in seventy different locations in thirteen
different states along the coast.!'” The program is picking up steam in the
United States and has great ideas for moving the program globally
including, the creation of a mobile application that would allow customers
to find OFR restaurants close to them, partnership with sustainable
recognition and certification agencies, and a data base of prefer vendor
partnerships specialized in quality and affordable eco-friendly
alternatives of packaging materials.''®

Currently, the most popular campaign is the social media challenge
called #StopSucking, which intends to spark the now global movement to
refuse the use of single-use plastic straws.'!’ The #StopSucking challenge
consists multiple steps. First, the person takes picture “with your last ever
plastic straw, your reusable alternative or simply your empty cup”
Second, they copy and paste the pledge on their social media “I pledge to
#StopSucking and never use a plastic straw again.” Lastly, they tag three
friends to inspire others to spread the word so they #StopSucking, and
help tackle the global plastic problem.'?’ This campaign is supported by
the Strawless Ocean initiative, part of the Lonely Whale organization
which also empowered the “Strawless In Seattle” and sparked Seattle’s
ban on single-use plastic straws.'?! The Strawless Ocean initiative and its
social media challenge #StopSucking has reached global support from
collaborators based in the United Kingdom, European Union, Asia,
Central, and South America.'”? There are many other local and national
campaigns encouraging businesses and individuals to stop using plastic
straws including National Skip the Straw Day, Straw Wars, Straws Suck,
One Less Straw, and No Straw Please.!?
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IV. BENEFITS AND DISADVANTAGES OF SINGLE-USE
PLASTIC STRAW BANS

A. Benefits

The single-use plastic straw bans seeks to prohibit the use or
distribution of plastic straws at specific businesses or establishments, thus
becoming the strongest possible method to reduce the use of straws.'?*
Bans are usually easy to enforce, but without enforcement, compliance is
scarce, and the goal of reducing plastic contamination would not be
achieved.'” Nevertheless, plastic straw bans are feasible because there
are other environmental alternatives available, as well as customer’s
voluntary actions of avoiding completely the use of straws, and educating
the community about the environmental effects of plastic pollution.'*®

Furthermore, the bans of disposable plastic straws seek to lessen the
impact on plastic waste and the harm of microplastics.'?’ Plastic straws
have an alarming lifespan of roughly twenty minutes, and a plastic stirrer
used to swizzle coffee or tea is used for no longer than four seconds.'?
Using one straw may seem insignificant, but if a person uses one straw a
day for the next ten years, then 3,650 pieces of plastic straws find their
way into the landfill or oceans;'”* and what if the 328.5 million
Americans'®” think the same, or just the 7.5 billion people!®!' around the
world? The estimates show that the average person uses 1.6 straws per
day'®?; imagine if 25,000 people stop using disposable straws, 5,000,000
straws would be prevented from getting tossed into landfills or entering
the ocean and harming the environment.'** Even though plastic straws
weigh so little, the reality is that they “make up about four percent of the
plastic trash by piece.” The most frightening fact is that plastic straws

124 1d
125 1d
126 1d

127 Square Inc., Why Plastic Straws are Being Banned, SQUAREUP,

https://perma.cc/JPD9-GD6X (last visited Mar. 14, 2019).

128 Nick Mallos, The Last Straw: Reduce Your Plastic Footprint and Hydrate Trash-
Free, OCEAN CONSERVANCY, (Oct. 5, 2012), https://perma.cc/6EUR-332F (last visited
Mar. 14, 2019).

129 g

130 United States Census Bureau, US and World Population Clock, (Mar. 14, 2019),
https://perma.cc/4AHBP-K8BK (last visited Mar. 14, 2019).

[

132 National Park Service U.S. Department of Interior, supra note 12.

133 Square Inc., supra note 127.



2019]BANNING PLASTIC STRAWS: THE BEGINING OF THE WAR
AGAINST PLASTICS 21

never disappear completely, as other types of single-use plastic, plastic
straws break down into smaller pieces called microplastics that can be
consumed by humans and animals without even noticing.** So, knowing
the number of straws used every day, and the impact they have on the
environment, individual actions of avoiding their use can make a
difference on the plastic waste problem overall.'*

People think that avoiding the single-use plastic straw would not
make a difference in the overall plastic waste pollution, but as the actor
Adrian Grenier said in the video launching the #StopSucking campaign,
“a straw may be small, but it’s the DNA of carelessness and it just might
be a gateway to solving the much larger issue of plastic pollution.”!*®
Plastic straws are the perfect “gateway plastic” to start the conversation
about the large and more serious problem of plastic waste.'>” The reality
is that single-use plastic straw bans are not going to save the ocean or stop
the plastic pollution, but they can be the jump-start needed to encourage
the behavioral change of stopping completely the use of plastic.'*® Bans
on single-use plastic straws would start the “spillover” effect, which is the
idea of engaging in a single behavior that can psychologically motivate
humans to engage in more or less similar behaviors.'** After people start
following the plastic straw ban, they may become more environmentally
aware and decrease their use of other single-use products or support
environmental policy changes, which are the main goals of the multiple
social campaigns and straw bans.'*

Single-use plastic straw bans reduce the use of straws, which
eventually will reduce the number of straws in the oceans, the harm to the
wildlife and the environment. Plastic straws end up in the ocean primarily
due to human error, and the lack of appropriate disposal or recycling
methods make it even easier for plastic straws to find their way to the
oceans and contribute to plastic pollution.'*! As it was previously

34 For A Strawless Ocean, Understanding Plastic Pollution, LONELY WHALE,
https://perma.cc/V628-2U5Z (last visited Mar. 14, 2019).

135 Square Inc., supra note 127.

136 Bryan Pearson, The Last Straw - The Tide is Turning at Last, NEWS NATION,
(June 14, 2018), https://perma.cc/3AMD-S2EG (last visited Mar. 14, 2019).

37 Dune Ives, The Gateway Plastic, Global Wildlife Conservation, (Oct. 19, 2017),
https://perma.cc/P4SJ-DIDR (last visited Mar. 14, 2019).

138 Viswanathan, supra note 31.

139 g

140 g

141 For A Strawless Ocean, supra note 134.



22 ENVIRONMENTAL AND EARTH LAW JOURNAL [Vol. 9

explained, the plastic pollution is harming and killing the marine life, and
plastic straws form a significant part in this issue. Also, a recent study
from the University of Hawaii discovered that plastic emits greenhouse
gases methane and ethylene when exposed to sunlight.'*? Furthermore,
the research found that polyethylene, a common type of plastic used in
the production of plastic straws and other single-use items, was found to
be “the most prolific emitter of both gases.” Therefore, avoiding the
single-use plastic straws is a positive measurement to lessen the plastic
pollution and avoid the alarming statistics of having more plastic than fish
by the year 2050.'4

B. Disadvantages

Due to the consumer, communities, and governments success to end
the use of plastic straws, many businesses are providing alternatives such
as paper straws to their clients, but those are still harmful to the
environment.'* Paper straws are made of raw wood from trees, which is
a renewable resource but if not grown sustainably, it equates to more
deforestation and habitat damage.'* The production of paper has a
negative impact on the environment because it requires four times as
much energy and three times the amount of water to produce it compared
to plastic.'*® The financial burden at producing paper straws, usually
borne by the establishment, is greater than for plastic straws, because
paper straws cost five to twelve cents per unit, while plastic straws cost
less than two cents each.'*” Even though paper straws are more expensive
to make, they degrade naturally within a decade while plastic never ceases
to exist, therefore plastic straws create a greater long-term impact on the
environment.'*®
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For many people with disabilities, the use of straws represents “a
matter of life or death” and the alternatives are not as efficient as plastic
straws.'* Some people have physical or medical conditions which make
it impossible for them to lift a cup to their mouths, so straws are an
essential tool for their survival.'*® Many alternatives to plastic straws are
available on the market—paper, biodegradable plastics, and reusable
straws made from metal, silicone, or glass—but these often fall apart too
quickly, are not flexible enough, need to be washed, present some allergy
concerns, conduct heat and cold easily, or pose a safety risk to the user.'”!
Even though most of the single-use plastic straw bans have special
exceptions for people with disabilities, disability advocates have
expressed their fears of exclusion from the movement because there is no
guarantee that the businesses will follow the law so the business
establishment may not have plastic straws available for them.'>

Moreover, plastic straw bans limit customer choices and regulate
people’s behavior. It is common for governments to “enact policies to
incentivize consumers away from behaviors with negative externalities,
at the expense of consumer convenience.”'>® Usually, environmental
policies intend to motivate the public to spend time, effort and money in
conserving energy, reducing waste, and recycling.'** In particular, these
policies demonstrate that when the environment and consumer choice or
convenience are conflicting with one another, policymakers typically
trade consumer convenience to save the environment.'>* Bans regulating
consumer choices in a sense restrict people’s right to choose what should
be part of the “Consumer Bill of Rights.”'*® Aside from the health care

99 Tove Danovich & Maria Godoy, Why People with Disabilities Want Bans on
Plastic Straws To Be More Flexible, NPR STATION, (July 11, 2018),
https://perma.cc/XB5G-5GF5 (last visited Mar. 14, 2019).

150 S E. Smith, Banning straws might be a win for environmentalists. But it ignores
us disabled people, VOX MEDIA, (July 19, 2018), https://perma.cc/CI9SD-X9UG (last
visited Mar. 14, 2019).

151 Danovich, supra note 149.

12 g

153 Rebecca Taylor, Giving Plastic Bags the Sack: The Hidden Costs of Changing
Behavior, JOB MARKET PAPER, at 1, (Jan. 15, 2017), https://perma.cc/X6LB-MKGM
(last visited Mar. 14, 2019).

14 g

155 1q

156 David Lazarus, 56 years later, Kennedy’s call for a consumer bill of rights is
forgotten under Trump, LOS ANGELES TIMES, (Mar. 15, 2018), https://perma.cc/LOW7-

UGTH (last visited Mar. 14, 2019).



24 ENVIRONMENTAL AND EARTH LAW JOURNAL [Vol. 9

limitations or people with disabilities, single-use plastic straws have
become a cultural commodity and is not a necessary accommodation to
consume liquids.'%’

V. ALTERNATIVES TO PLASTIC STRAWS

Most of the time, straws are not a necessity when drinking liquids,
so the most eco-friendly alternative is to avoid using them.'?®
Notwithstanding, if a person needs to use a straw or likes to use it, there
are many alternatives available in the market.'>

A. Voluntary Actions Refusing to Use Straws

“Voluntary actions are primarily cooperative efforts undertaken
without government intervention to achieve a certain desired goal.”'®
People and businesses usually engage in voluntary actions if they promote
economic benefits such as an increase in sales, or social benefits that
become popular.’® Avoiding the use of straws is a type of voluntary
action that benefits the government and the target communities by
allowing independence to take the required actions, it can provide greater
flexibility at being easy to modify or end the voluntary actions, as well as
achieving the desired goal of reducing plastic waste at a lower cost.!*? In
addition, individual voluntary actions of refusing to use straws imposes
no cost to consumers and can help businesses save money by not having
to buy more straws. ' The disadvantage is that because the action is
voluntary, this approach may be limited to a number of people or
establishments, therefore the results are smaller or slower to show positive
effects.'®
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B. Paper Straws

Paper straws have existed even before plastic straws were
invented.'®> Nowadays, they come in different colors and designs to be
more appealing to customers.'*® The downside of paper straws is mainly
its cost since it ranges between two to ten times more than traditional
plastic straws.'¢” Paper straws are also known for becoming soggy and
limp, and they are not as resistant as plastic straws.'®® Just because they
are made of paper, it does not mean that they are automatically suitable
to be recycled. In reality, most paper straws are chemically treated which
makes them stronger, and therefore they cannot be recycled.'®
Nevertheless, there is still hope, For a Strawless Ocean campaign
recognized Aardvark Straws as the preferred brand for its “flexible,
customizable, durable and biodegradable paper straws that decompose in
just 45-90 days.”!7°

C. Corn-based Plastic Straws and Compostable Straws

After the bans against single-use plastic straws, the corn-based
plastic straws may finally have their moment of glory well over a decade
after their creation.!”! “Corn plastics are formed from a substance known
as polylactic acid or PLA,” which as the name implies are made of corn,
a natural renewable resource.'”” In theory, straws made from PLA are
fully compostable; they break down into harmless natural components but
only under the right circumstances.'”” Compostable is not equal to
biodegradable, which means that “compostable plastic will not break
down any faster than regular plastic unless it is disposed of in a proper
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commercial composter.”!" In order to break down this type of plastic, the
commercial composters need to provide the specific conditions in regards
to “temperature, how densely the material is packed and the availability
of the right mix of digestive microbes.”!”® Unfortunately the problem does
not end there, in the United States, there are only over 100 qualified
composting centers that can process this type of plastic.'”® Moreover,
corn-based plastic is more expensive than regular plastic straws, and some
customers allege that it has a tendency to break more easily.'”” Even
though compostable straws are one of the most popular items because
they look and feel similar to the single-use plastic straws, there is still a
long run until they can be fully safe for the environment.'”®

D. Metal Straws

Metal straws are among one of the most eco-friendly alternatives to
plastic straws due to its durability and strength.!” The most appealing
characteristic is that metal straws are reusable, and many have brushes
available for easy cleaning.'®® Also, they to do not retain flavors or odors.
81The metals used to make this type of straws include aluminum,
stainless steel and titanium, and their designs even allow some to bend.'®?
The main disadvantages are its high cost at between $10 to $20 per straw,
not a feasible solution for restaurants.'®> Moreover, they easily conduct
heat or cold, which could be dangerous in cases when the drink is too hot
thus burning someone’s mouth. '%*
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E. Bamboo Straws

Bamboo straws are an upgrade to paper straws.'®> Straws made of
bamboo, are durable, strong, reusable, and lightweight.'"®® Organic
bamboo straws are the one of the cheapest alternatives to plastic straws,
and even though they are supposed to last for a long time, the consumer
would not feel bad for losing them or throwing them away because they
are 100% organic.'®” Most importantly, bamboo straws have become “a
popular choice for disposables since it is a renewable, compostable and
biodegradable resource.”’® Bamboo straws are a great alternative
because Bamboo is a very sustainable material due to the qualities of
being one of the fastest growing plants on Earth.'®® Also, bamboo straws
are among the safeties alternatives with no sharp edges and no risk of
breakage.'”® The drawbacks on bamboo straws are its inability to bend,
no uniformity in design, some wider or straighter than others, and the cost
of over $2 a piece.'”!

F. Glass Straws

Glass straws have also become a popular alternative to plastic straws,
due to their reusability and durability.'”® They can be made in different
shapes, straight or bent, and various widths and colors, to provide
appealing options for customers.'*® In addition, they are easy to clean, do
not retain flavors or odors, and they are non-toxic.!** The downsides of
using glass straws are the risk of breakage, high cost, and its probability
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to conduct heat easily which might cause issues with hot beverages.'?
However, glass straws are a great reusable alternative created to fit
multiple uses.'

G. Silicone Straws

Silicone straws “are made from food-grade silicone,” with designs
intended to look and feel similar to single-use plastic straws.'”’ Their
characteristics include being firm but bendable and strong while
providing a soft material to be reusable and durable.'”® This is a perfectly
safe alternative for kids who chew on their straws.'” In addition, they are
dishwasher safe, but cleaning thoroughly is required to avoid mold or
germ build up.?”° Silicone straws are non-toxic by being free from harmful
chemicals that usually plague regular plastic straws.?’! More importantly,
silicone straws are resistant to cold and heat and do not leak chemicals the
way plastic straws do.>%?

H. Hay Straws

One of the most surprising materials to make straws is hay or wheat
stalks, fully degradable and compostable.’®> Hay straws share the same
form and function as bamboo straws, do not get soggy, but are also
inflexible and have an inconsistent design. The only difference is that hay
straws can only be used one time and then they must be disposed.”**
Moreover, the price of hay straws is not as high as other types of
alternative straws; it usually costs $8 for a 100 pack.?> Hay Straws are
perfect use for all types of beverages, hot or cold.?
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[.  Edible Straws

Edible straws are one of the greatest alternatives to plastic straws
available in the market. There are many varieties such as licorice sticks
such as Twizzlers or Red Vine that you bite off or clip the ends to make
an edible straw perfect for sweet drinks, or others made from hard
candy.””” Meat straws, which are basically rolled jerky beef, are
commonly used to complement adult beverages such as the Bloody
Mary.?® One of the craziest ideas that really would work is homemade
Ice Straws.?”” Amazon and other online retailers sell the ice straw molds
for about $10, becoming a potential alternative for cold drinks.?'
However, the most promising alternative is the LOLISTRAW, “the
world’s first edible, hyper-compostable, marine-degradable straw,” made
with seaweed, 100% plastic free, with a duration up to 24 hours on a
beverage, hyper-compostable which means that it breaks down
completely in 60 days, and it is also edible and zero calories.?!! It also
comes in six different colors that represent different flavors like vanilla,
coconut, and citrus. This product is currently not available on the market,
its designers are raising funds on Kickstarter while preparing for mass
manufacturing.?'? The price would not match the one for plastic straws,
but it will compete with paper and compostable straws.?'

VI. CONCLUSION

Single-use plastic straws are everywhere, from coffee shops to high-
end restaurants, this small item has become part of our daily lives. Even
though it is highly used by most communities, disposable plastic straws
are not essential, nor necessary to achieve the simple task of drinking
beverages, unless the person has a physical or medical condition that
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makes it difficult to do. Surprisingly, the design of the commonly known
straw has been around for ages and different materials have been used to
make them, but the plastic straw, a modern invention, overcame the others
by its low cost, durability, and flexibility. It all sounds great until people
started realizing the different problems suffered by the environment due
to the overuse of such simple and common item. The amounts of straws
used in America are not exactly clear, but the different statistics and its
results are still alarming. The reality is that plastic straws cannot be
recycled as many other types of plastics, and it is not due to its
components, but for its light weight, small size and volume, which puts
the recycling machinery at high risk when the plastic straws fall into the
cracks.

Due to not being recycled, plastic straws end up in landfills where
they usually escape through waterways that end up in the oceans. The
problem does not end there, animals cannot distinguish between food and
plastic, so they end up ingesting it, becoming fatal to their bodies because
they cannot digest plastic. Many animals and their habitats are suffering
the consequences of plastic pollution through ingestion, entanglement, or
just by having contact with plastic waste. Due to the chemical properties,
plastic straws keep breaking down into smaller particles, microplastics,
while still releasing toxic chemicals into the environment. Plastic
pollution is harming the environment, and even though plastic straws are
not a significant source of plastic waste compared to other bigger and
voluminous items made of plastic, plastic straws are still a great start for
a much-needed solution.

Plastic pollution is a reality that affects every living being in some
way. Notwithstanding, slowly but surely society is taking positive steps
to lessen its effects. Different countries, cities, companies, and campaigns
have created policies towards the avoidance of using and distributing
plastic straws among their jurisdictions. Government regulations often
take time to evolve, which demonstrates why the United States only has
a small number of straw ordinances while the global arena has a
significant interest in reducing single-use plastics, especially straws.
Nevertheless, private businesses, global and local campaigns, are taking
faster and stronger measures towards reducing the use of disposable
plastic straws as their compromise to save the environment. All these
actions taken from big to small countries, cities, businesses, and
communities, are showing the rest of the world that avoiding disposable
plastic straws is a feasible alternative to lessen the global problem of
plastic pollution.



2019]BANNING PLASTIC STRAWS: THE BEGINING OF THE WAR
AGAINST PLASTICS 31

As any other measures, single-use plastic straw bans create positive
and negative consequences, however, in this case, the benefits outweigh
the disadvantages. For most of the people, disposable plastic straws are
superfluous, and its use can be highly avoidable unless the person has
some physical or medical condition that requires its use. Thus, single-use
plastic straws are perhaps the easiest plastic item to be targeted for
reduction. Nonetheless, if a person needs or likes to use straws the market
is full of alternatives ranging from materials, durability, flexibility, eco-
friendly, flavors, colors, and even textures. The different alternatives
available nowadays on the market are not only environmentally friendly,
but also exceed the plastic straws quality. The silicone straws are among
the most popular for its reusable quality and colorful design while still
resembling the basic plastic straws at being bendable. It is feasible that
the highly popular disposable plastic straw will be overthrown completely
by other similar more environmentally-friendly alternatives or completely
forgotten as society becomes more committed to lessening the effects of
plastic pollution.



