
 

Environment Protection Amendment 

(Banning Plastic Bags, Packaging and Microbeads) 

Bill 2016 

What is Expanded Polystyrene and who is Expanded Polystyrene Australia? 

Expanded Polystyrene (EPS) is a popular choice for the storage, transportation and distribution of 

fruit and vegetables in Australia, offering excellent insulation and strength properties at a very light 

weight and cost effective price. 

Expanded Polystyrene Australia (EPSA – www.epsa.org.au) is the national peak body for EPS 

manufacturers. The association has a long history of leadership on the production of fruit and 

vegetable boxes for use in the sector. 

Summary: 

The Bill seeks to restrict the supply and sale of polystyrene packaging used for perishable fruit and 

vegetables. 

In the briefing note released by the proponent of the Bill it states the following: 

The Bill will make it unlawful for retailers to sell perishable fruit or vegetables that are wrapped, sealed or 
otherwise contained in plastic or polystyrene packaging. It is totally unnecessary for, say, cucumbers to be 
wrapped in plastic, or for capsicums or apples to be sealed in plastic and polystyrene packaging. 
 

Packaging used in this context is not polystyrene but polyethylene. However, the Bill does not make 
this distinction. As a result, the Bill will see a blanket ban of use of EPS packaging in the fruit and 
vegetable industry in Victoria and have significant financial, social and environmental impacts. With 
estimated losses of up to 200 direct and indirect jobs nationally as well as a loss of some $2 million 
of capital investment annually from the economy forcing the closure of a number of mainly family 
run small businesses overnight. 
 
If introduced, in addition to the significant economic impacts, this ban on EPS packaging for the fruit 

and vegetable industry will mean: 

 Significant increase in the cost of packaging, transport and storage of fruit and vegetables in 
Victoria with flow on impacts to farmers, wholesalers, retailers and consumers. Families will 
pay more to put healthy food options on the table.  

 Increase the carbon footprint of the supply of fruit and vegetables in Victoria. More 
environmental damage will be done if EPS is banned in the supply and sale of fruit and 
vegetables in Victoria. 



 Add significantly to the food waste issue in Australia, which already sees significant produce 
spoil due to logistic and storage issues associated with fruit and vegetables. More wasted 
food at a time when the world needs all the food it can produce. 

 

Why is EPS used so widely in the fruit and vegetable industry? 

 EPS has very high thermal and impact protection for sensitive goods (such as fresh fruit and 
vegetables including broccoli, corn and beans as well as fresh high value seafood, 
pharmaceuticals, transplant organs, home delivery services (eg. Lite and Easy)  

 Its light weight packaging reduces the load on transport ( air / road  miles ) as well as fuel 
consumption 

 It leads to a reduction in food spoilage rates which currently estimated to represent 10 to 15 
per cent of certain sectors of fruit and vegetable production, as well as saving the 
consequent resources wasted in this extra production. 
 

Economics of EPS for the fruit and vegetable industry and how it is used 

 We estimate approximately 20 to 25 million fruit, vegetable, seafood and food packaging 
boxes are manufactured  nationally with a large proportion within Victoria each year. 

 Much of this production is used within the state, but it is also used for high value exports 
such as grapes to China and so on. 

 Many boxes also enter Victoria from interstate with products such as broccoli. 

 As stated, we estimate between 100  and 200 direct and indirect jobs  could  be lost 
nationally with possibly half of these in Victoria, as well as some $2 million in annual 
investment being lost. 

 
Does EPS used for fruit and vegetable industry have proven benefits over other packaging, such as 

cardboard boxes?  

 In 1996, the University of Melbourne conduced a Life Cycle Analysis of Produce Boxes: 
Comparison of Expanded Polystyrene and Corrugated Cardboard and found the following: 

- EPS boxes had substantially less global environmental impact than cardboard boxes, 
mainly because they emitted less greenhouse gas. 

The basis on this was the use of EPS leads to less spoilage of fruit and vegetables (thus 

reducing food waste) as well as less fossil fuel usage through reduced weight. 

Is EPS recyclable? 

EPS is a 100 per cent recyclable product. When collected it is re-used in the construction 

industry, as well as remanufactured into products as diverse as picture frames, bench seats 

and fence posts. 

Many of the Australian produced EPS fruit and vegetable boxes are recycled at places such 

as the Epping Market and in addition, manufacturers also offer a recycling service. 

What are the other benefits of EPS? 

 It is an inert material and food grade EPS is extremely safe for human impact 

 As it is 98 per cent air it has a very low mass to provide fitness for purpose 



 Technological developments :  multiple use advances,  reduced volumes with hinged 
packaging (transport benefits), and research into bio-polymer developments such as 
Expanded Poly Lactic Acid (EPLA) 

 

In summary we argue the Bill will have a significant unintended consequence if it proceeds as in 

seeking to ban one thing - polyethylene food trays for fruit and vegetable sales in supermarkets, 

but will actually have dire consequences throughout the value chain of fruit and vegetable 

production in Victoria. It will also lead to: 

 Significant increase in the cost of packaging, transport and storage of fruit and vegetables in 
Victoria with flow on impacts to farmers, wholesalers, retailers and consumers. Families will 
pay more to put healthy food options on the table.  

 Increase the carbon footprint of the supply of fruit and vegetables in Victoria. More 
environmental damage will be done if EPS is banned in the supply and sale of fruit and 
vegetables in Victoria. 

 Add significantly to the food waste issue in Australia, which already see’s significant produce 
spoil due to logistic and storage issues associated with fruit and vegetables. More wasted 
food at a time when the world needs all the food it can produce. 

 An estimate of up to 200 direct and indirect jobs will be lost nationally with a significant 
impact in Victoria , as well as some $2 million in annual investment being lost seeing 
primarily small family owned businesses closed overnight. 

 
 

Background 

Who is Expanded Polystyrene Australia? 

Expanded Polystyrene Australia (EPSA) is the national industry body for manufacturers and 

distributors of expanded polystyrene products across Australia, representing approximately 70 per 

cent of all suppliers in the Australian EPS market. Association members work together to protect and 

enhance the reputation of EPS as an economical and versatile product. 

EPSA is made up of four sector groups from the EPS industry in Australia:   

 block – moulded into solid blocks then cut into sheets or shapes for a variety of purposes 

 pod – used in the laying of concrete slabs 

 packaging – used in a wide variety of forms 

 raw materials – including the importing of the styrene polymer resin, its conversion into 

polystyrene beads and their expansion into EPS. 

  



What is expanded polystyrene? 

Expanded polystyrene (EPS) is a lightweight plastic material that most people recognise as being 

used in packaging material. EPS is also used widely in the building and construction industry, with 

this sector making up approximately 65 per cent of all EPS use in Australia.  

EPS is derived from styrene – a naturally occurring substance found in many plants, fruit, vegetables, 

nuts and meats. On a commercial scale styrene is refined from oil and gas. It is then polymerised and 

impregnated with a blowing agent, to form EPS. 

The end product is typically around 98 per cent air and 2 per cent polymer, consisting of small 

spheres in a closed cellular construction which gives EPS valuable characteristics for the packaging 

industry, including being: 

 exceptionally cost effective and light weight construction material 

 100 per cent recyclable 

 versatile and easy to cut and mould for different purposes 

 easy to install and maintain 

 water resistant  

 sterile 

 an excellent thermal insulator 

 shock absorbent 

 a high load-bearing material at low weight 

 a good vapour, air and dust barrier. 

No ozone-depleting materials are used in the manufacturing of EPS. 

EPS is produced in a wide range of densities. These are matched to the various applications where 

the material is used, to optimise its performance and strength. Broadly speaking, EPS is 

manufactured in two generic types:  

 flame retardant grade EPS, which is primarily used in construction products for its high-

strength-to-light-weight and excellent thermal insulation properties 

 standard grade EPS (non-flame retardant modified) which is commonly used in food-related 

packaging for its insulation and cushioning properties. 


