
94 l i v i n gwe l l . j o

Plastics by Numbers
Though some of our most commonly used materials, the plastics we use daily 
and their properties remain foreign to most of us. Mira Khreino familiarizes 

us on the chemicals they contain, how safe they are to use and reuse, the 
differences between types of plastics, and which to avoid.

Staying Well



95l i v i n gwe l l . j o

“Disposable PETE bottles should not be 
reused, refilled, or heated…They are known to 

allow bacteria and flavor to accumulate”

P lastic is such a versatile 
material that it can be found 
everywhere, from cars, 
children’s toys, and clothing 
to eating utensils, medical 

devices, and all types of  packaging. 
There are a variety of  different types 
of  plastics, each used in different 
objects depending on the properties 
the manufacturer is looking for. For 
example, the plastic used for bathroom 
piping is different than that used in 
a supermarket carrier bag or a water 
bottle. And whilst some plastics are more 
eco-friendly, others can cause dangerous 
pollution during manufacturing 
and production, with certain types 
containing chemicals which leach – or 
leak into their surrounding – and are 
suspected of  causing harm to our health.  
Though some plastics are notoriously 
difficult to recycle, many can easily be 
recycled and transformed into different 
commercial goods. Unfortunately, quite 
a lot of  recyclable plastics end up tossed 

out with the rubbish, in some cases 
clogging our waterways and choking our 
marine life. Currently, most unrecyclable 
plastics also meet a similar end in mass 
dumping sites; however, these plastics 
are usually toxic in nature and can pose 
a chemical threat to the environment. 

By The Numbers
To become better acquainted with the 
different types of  plastics we encounter 
in our daily lives, we need to understand 
the meaning behind their numeric codes. 
On the underside of  every plastic bottle, 
container, or package, there should be a 
triangular recycling symbol with a number 
in it, ranging from one to seven. Each 
number indicates crucial information 
about the plastic and its safety. By finding 
out a little bit about our plastics and their 
particular do’s and don’ts, we can make 
more informed choices about which to 
avoid, which are our safest options, and 
what potential alternatives we have to 
using them altogether. 

PlasTic #1: 
PETE or PET 
(Polyethylene Terephthalate)
Most common for single-use bottled 
beverages, PETE is lightweight, 
inexpensive, and easy to recycle.
Found in: Water and soft drinks bottles, 
salad dressing containers, mouthwash 
bottles, peanut butter containers, vegetable 
oil bottles, and oven-safe food trays.
can i Recycle it? Yes. PETE is picked 
up by most curbside recycling programs.
is it safe? It is safe for single use; 
however, disposable PETE bottles should 
not be reused, refilled, or heated! Even 
though thought to be safe, they are known 
to allow bacteria and flavor to accumulate. 
PETE has a relatively low risk of  leaching, 
meaning it is unlikely to leak chemicals 
into the fluids it holds.
Recycled secondary Products 
include: Tote bags, textiles, furniture, 
carpet, polar fleece, parking lot bumpers, 
and plastic lumber.
 
PlasTic #2: 
HDPE (High Density Polyethylene)
HDPE is a versatile plastic with many uses, 
but is most commonly used as packaging.
Found in: Milk jugs, juice bottles, bleach 
and detergent bottles, cereal box liners, 
motor oil containers, yogurt and butter 
tubs, shopping bags, and toys.
can i Recycle it? Yes. HDPE is picked 
up by most curbside recycling programs.
is it safe? HDPE is considered safe and 
has a very low risk of  leaching. Items made 
of  this plastic can be used more than once, 
so feel free to refill and reuse.
Recycled secondary Products 
include: Pens, recycling containers, 
picnic tables, benches, detergent bottles, 
floor tiles, and drainage pipes.
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PlasTic #3:
 V or PVc (Polyvinyl chloride or Vinyl)
PVC is tough and durable, making it an 
ideal material for use in construction, 
particularly piping and siding.
Found in: Plumbing, squeeze bottles, 
bibs, mattress covers, cling wrap, clear food 
packaging, medical equipment, piping, 
siding, windows, and wire jacketing.
can i Recycle it? Usually, no. V or 
PVC is seldom accepted by curbside 
recycling programs.
is it safe? PVC sometimes contains 
phthalates, used to soften plastics, which 
are linked to a variety of  hormonal 
disruptions and health-related issues. 
For pregnant women, these include 
miscarriages and, in their unborn 
children, can result in birth defects, fetal 
developmental problems, and even smaller 
penis size in boys. 
Phthalates are banned in children’s 
toys in the U.S. and EU at 
concentrations greater than 0.1 
percent. However, unfortunately, 
regulations are not extended to 
most toys produced in the Far East, 
many of  which make their way into 
our homes. In a recent survey, the 

PlasTic #4: 
lDPE (low Density Polyethylene)
LDPE is used to make soft, flexible 
plastic items, such as dry cleaning and 
grocery bags. 
Found in: Squeeze bottles, frozen 
food bags, bread bags, shopping bags, 
dry cleaning bags, tote bags, clothing, 
furniture, and carpet.
can i Recycle it? Conventionally, 
curbside recycling programs aren’t 
known to accept this plastic. However, 
you can cut down on your environmental 
footprint by opting to carry your own 
reusable bag (made of  cotton, jute, or 
more hard-wearing plastics), especially 
when shopping.
is it safe? LDPE is considered one of  the 
safer plastics. Use without hesitation. 
Recycled secondary Products 
include: Compost bins, paneling, 
trashcan liners, cans, floor tiles, lumber, 
and envelopes. 
 
PlasTic #5: 
PP (Polypropylene)
Present in hard but flexible plastics, 
polypropylene has a high melting 
point and is often chosen for hot liquid 
containers. PP is one of  the safer options 
for reusable plastic hot drink flasks.
Found in: Yogurt containers, ice cream 
tubs, ketchup bottles, syrup bottles, 
medicine bottles, drinking straws, salad bar 
containers, and diapers.
can i Recycle it? PP has recently become 
more accepted by recycling programs. To be 
sure, ask your preferred recycler.   
is it safe: It is one of  the safer plastics to 
look for.
Recycled secondary Products 
include: Brooms, battery cables, bins, 
pallets, rakes, ice scrapers, landscape 
borders, and bicycle racks.
 

“Styrofoam drinking cups lose weight during 
the time they are used, evidence that they are 

leaching into the liquids they contain”

International Consumer Council 
found plastic-softening phthalates 
in more than half  the toys it tested, 
leading it to issue a warning to all 
parents to prevent their children 
from putting plastic toys in their 
mouths. The tested toys – including 
the common rubber ducky – were 
found to contain high levels of  the 
toxic agent, which could cause liver 
or kidney damage. PVC also contains 
DEHA, which has also been linked 
to liver problems and bone mass loss. 
With long-term exposure, DEHA can 
be carcinogenic. 
Do not burn or cook with Plastic Code 
3, as it releases toxins. Furthermore, 
manufacturing PVC (containing chlorine) 
releases dioxin, a potent and dangerous 
carcinogen, into the environment. 
This harmful substance is known to 
accumulate in animals and humans. 
Research indicates PVC workers have 
higher cancer rates than the general 
population. It is advisable to avoid this 
plastic when possible! 
Recycled secondary Products include: 
Mats, paneling, flooring, mud flaps, speed 
bumps, decks, and roadway gutters.
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PlasTic #6:
 Ps (Polystyrene or styrofoam)
Polystyrene is popularly known by the 
trade name Styrofoam, and is often used in 
rigid plastic cutlery and foam products.
Found in: CD cases, egg cartons, meat 
trays, disposable plates and cups, carry out 
containers, and aspirin bottles.  
can i Recycle it? Notoriously difficult 
to recycle, PS is not accepted by most 
recycling programs. It also has a high rate 
of  leaching upon disposal and is virtually 
non-biodegradable, thus making it bad for 
the environment. It is manufactured using 
HFCs, or hydrofluorocarbons, which have 
a negative effect on the ozone layer and 
contribute to global warming. 
is it safe? Styrofoam can pose a number 
of  health risks. The toxic substances in this 
petroleum-based plastic include styrene 
and benzene, both of  which are suspected 
to be carcinogens and hazardous to 
humans. These neurotoxins can build up 
in human tissue and attack the central and 
peripheral nervous systems, and have been 
linked to their acute or chronic functional 
impairment. The regular use of  Styrofoam 
has also been linked to respiratory and 
gastrointestinal problems, skin irritation, 
headaches, and depression.
PS leaches styrene – a neurotoxin – and 
other potentially toxic chemicals into 
food, especially when heated. Styrofoam 
drinking cups lose weight during the time 
they are used, evidence that they are 
leaching into the liquids they contain. As 
for food containers, they leach styrene 
when they come into contact with warm 
food or drink, alcohol, oils, and acids 
(found in soft drinks, wines, and food).
Try to abstain from using polystyrene 
all together! If  this is not possible, then 
absolutely refrain from microwaving 
anything held in a Styrofoam container. 
Instead, transfer the food into a glass 
or ceramic microwaveable dish before 
heating. Make it a habit to carry your 
own hot drink flask around with you, 
such as one made of  stainless steel, a 
safer plastic alternative (for example, PP 

 
We may not be able to eradicate plastics 

from our lives, but we can limit their use 
and find alternatives. Instead of  buying 
plastic water bottles or containers, choose 
glass, and switch from a plastic sports 
water bottle to a stainless steel or glass 
counterpart that can be refilled safely. 
When microwaving food or drink, opt 
for glass or ceramic and, if  possible, wax 
paper instead of  plastic wrap. Replace 
plastic toys with wood, teething toys with 
organic cotton, and start carrying reusable 
grocery bags. These are all manageable 
alternatives which will reduce your 
exposure to and ingestion of  harmful 
chemicals in plastic. 

It is best to steer clear of  certain plastics 
all together, but when that is not possible, 
keep in mind that plastics #2, 4, and 5 
are the safest, especially when it comes to 
food containers. Remember, plastics #3, 
6, and 7 are best avoided. And remember, 
as a general rule of  thumb, plastic is by no 
means always fantastic! 

or Plastic Code #5), or another health-
friendly material. Limit take-aways from 
restaurants known to use PS cups or boxes 
for their hot food – the heat in the food 
further stimulates the leaching of  harmful 
chemicals from the polystyrene. 
Recycled secondary Products 
include: Though its recycling is limited 
and very difficult, specialized recycling of  
PS can produce egg cartons, foam packing, 
light switch plates, rulers, and insulation.
 
PlasTic #7: 
Other, Miscellaneous Plastics
This symbol can include anything from 
polycarbonate, nylon, and acrylic to the 
newer, more compostable green plastics, 
which are made up of  corn, potato, and 
tapioca. Basically, any plastic that does not 
fit in the other six categories is clumped 
into category Code #7. This means that, 
with any plastic labeled #7, you could be 
getting an unknown mélange of  plastic 
material. Most of  the concern about this 
category has revolved around the use of  
polycarbonates (BPA).
Found in: Baby bottles, formula cans, 
food lining, sports drink bottles, clear 
plastic cutlery, sunglasses, iPod cases, signs, 
nylon, and bullet-proof  materials.
can i Recycle it? Traditionally, these 
plastics are not recycled, but more schemes 
are starting to take steps to introduce ways 
to recycle them. 
is it safe? Polycarbonate contains 
bisphenol-A (BPA), a known toxin. BPA 
is an endocrine and hormone disruptor 
linked to reproductive problems, including 
infertility and miscarriages in women. 
Hyperactivity, diabetes, and certain 
cancers have also been linked to the 
regular use of  products containing this 
chemical. Major retailers Wal-Mart and 
Toys R Us have taken initiatives to phase 
out baby bottles and feeding products that 
contain BPA, an indication of  the health 
risk they pose. 
Recycled secondary Products 
include: Plastic lumber and other 
custom-made products.

“When microwaving 
food or drink, opt for 
glass or ceramic and, 
if possible, wax paper 

instead of plastic wrap”


