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Resolution 5: Single-Use Plastic Phaseout  1 

 2 

Abstract: This resolution proposes that Cornell University phase out single-use plastics and 3 
adopt sustainable alternatives across campus operations. 4 

Sponsored by: Ameera Aftab. 5 

Reviewed by: CCITE, 03/05/2026. 6 

Whereas, the toxic chemicals commonly found in plastic take between 100 to 1,000 years or 7 
more to decompose, and because less than 10% of plastic in the world is actually recycled, there 8 
is a colossal build up of plastic waste in landfills and oceans. Actively contributing to this 9 
environmental damage runs contrary to Cornell’s commitments to sustainability, such as our 10 
world-renowned Atkinson Center;  11 
 12 
Whereas, plastic breaks down in human bodies, with microplastics increasingly found in the 13 
brain, testicles, heart, stomach, lymph nodes, placenta, urine, breastmilk, and semen, with 14 
impacts that include cancers, diabetes, neurotoxins, and reproductive toxicity. Single-use plastic 15 
is actively detrimental to the health of the Cornell community; 16 
 17 
Whereas, plastic production and waste particularly threaten the health and livelihood of low-18 
income communities. In the United States, predominantly African American and Indigenous 19 
communities are particularly vulnerable targets for petrochemical industries, which intentionally 20 
dump toxic waste from plastic production. Water contamination in these communities restricts 21 
people’s access to reliable drinking water, further contributing to illness and health disparities. 22 
These inequities run counter to two of Cornell’s core values: building “A Community of 23 
Belonging” and “Changing Lives through Public Engagement”—a commitment to “our 24 
community, our state, and the broader world, learning about their needs and strengths, and 25 
applying the knowledge we create for the benefit of society";  26 
 27 
Whereas, globally, wealthy nations dump chemical and toxic waste from plastic production onto 28 
poorer countries, commonly in Africa and Asia. With limited resources to properly dispose of 29 
this waste, these countries often unsafely burn the waste, which contributes to the contamination 30 
of their local environments and communities. Purchasing goods that further global inequality 31 
undermines the goals of valuable Cornell programs like the CALS Ashley School of Global 32 
Development and the Environment and the Center for the Study of Inequality; 33 
 34 
Whereas, plastics harm ecosystems. Plants exposed to microplastic particles have reduced 35 
growth due to stress, changes in chemical composition, alterations in hormone regulation, and 36 

https://www.epa.gov/plastics/impacts-plastic-pollution
https://stories.undp.org/why-arent-we-recycling-more-plastic
https://www.anthropocenemagazine.org/2017/07/people-have-thrown-away-6-3-billion-metric-tons-of-plastic-since-1950/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=1618338427&gbraid=0AAAAADqM5AEIGdSxruiBpWNeJ7RxZQOMw&gclid=Cj0KCQiA-YvMBhDtARIsAHZuUzLHXFDsUKZB7MZND4cz-RivEa7HEfXkUXtXlyhmNtEbjBwL4tZ-WPgaAiw0EALw_wcB
https://www.ciel.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Plastic-and-Health-The-Hidden-Costs-of-a-Plastic-Planet-February-2019.pdf
https://capitalbnews.org/plastic-polution-impact-black-communities/
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/watered-down-justice-report.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X24002262
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/09012026/plastic-waste-fuel-endangers-millions-in-global-south/
https://www.epa.gov/plastics/impacts-plastic-pollution


   
 
 
 

 
 

Page 2 of 4 

reductions in photosynthesis through alterations in chlorophyll. Studies have also revealed that 37 
1,557 species in both marine and terrestrial environments are known to ingest plastic, which can 38 
block digestive tracts and pierce internal organs, causing animals to choke and die. Current 39 
research confirms that microplastics can cause damage to animal livers and cells, and disrupt 40 
their reproductive systems, also threatening population growth. Studies show that 99% of marine 41 
species contain microplastics. Purchasing single-use plastics therefore runs contrary to another of 42 
Cornell’s core values, “Respect for the Natural Environment”;  43 
 44 
Whereas, plastic production is a major emitter of greenhouse gases, which are significant 45 
contributors to climate change. Plastic is a petroleum by-product and cannot be separated from the 46 
fossil fuel industry, which has knowingly deceived the public about climate science, and sought to 47 
undermine research done here at Cornell;  48 
 49 
Whereas, banning plastics can save money for the university in the long term due to lower 50 
greenhouse gas emissions, reduced waste processing burdens and other environment and social 51 
harms; 52 
 53 
Whereas, Cornell’s tap water quality is excellent, and healthier for bodies and ecosystems than 54 
plastic bottled water. The student body has wanted to ban single-use plastics since 2010, 55 
including the passage of a Student Assembly plastic bottle phase-out resolution, which was never 56 
implemented; 57 
 58 
Whereas, the SUNY system has banned single-use plastics. Cornell has the privilege to be 59 
exempt from SUNY policies, despite the fact that several of our colleges are part of the SUNY 60 
system. Opting out of SUNY policy to avoid a ban on single-use plastics that would benefit both 61 
the student body and the environment is shameful for an Ivy League university that prides itself 62 
on sustainability; 63 
 64 
Whereas, other colleges and universities, including the University of Virginia, University of 65 
Colorado-Boulder, and the University of California system have already phased out or are 66 
phasing out single-use plastics, and that some units within Cornell are already doing so, 67 
including the Statler Hotel and several dining facilities; 68 
 69 
Be it therefore resolved, Cornell University shall eliminate single-use plastics (products likely 70 
to be used by a consumer only once before being discarded) according to a five-year phase-out 71 
program from the date a ban is passed. Where elimination is not practical, single-use plastic 72 
products will be replaced with BPI certified compostable products. The university may make 73 
specific limited exceptions for health, safety, and research where there are no existing 74 
alternatives; 75 
 76 
Be it finally resolved, Cornell will adhere to its stated values of sustainability and equality by 77 
phasing out single-use plastics. 78 

https://earth.org/plastic-pollution-animals/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/toxicology/articles/10.3389/ftox.2024.1469995/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/toxicology/articles/10.3389/ftox.2024.1469995/full
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969725019771
https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/merchants-of-doubt-9781608193943/
https://www.sierraclub.org/atlantic/blog/2024/06/professors-ingraffea-and-howarth-were-correct-fracked-methane-aka-natural-gas
https://www.downtoearth.org.in/waste/banning-problematic-plastics-may-save-the-world-up-to-8-trillion-by-2040
https://fcs.cornell.edu/departments/energy-sustainability/utilities-production-distribution/water-filtration-plant/annual-cornell-drinking-water-quality-reports
https://archive.assembly.cornell.edu/SA/20101104R35.html
https://www.suny.edu/sunypp/documents.cfm?doc_id=925
https://sustainability.virginia.edu/single-use-plastics
https://www.colorado.edu/today/2025/07/17/cu-boulder-eliminates-single-use-beverage-plastics-campus
https://www.colorado.edu/today/2025/07/17/cu-boulder-eliminates-single-use-beverage-plastics-campus
https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/how-uc-phasing-out-single-use-plastics
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 79 

 80 
 81 
Appendix A: Definitions 82 

Single-use plastic products are those designed or likely to be used by a consumer only once 83 
before being discarded. Single use plastic products may be made from fossil fuel-based plastics 84 
or biobased materials (bioplastics) or a combination of both. They may be recyclable or 85 
compostable. Single-use plastic products include, but are not limited to, the following products: 86 

Plastic is “a lightweight, hygienic and resistant material which can be moulded in a variety of 87 
ways and utilized in a wide range of applications.” Most plastics are not capable of undergoing 88 
biological decomposition in a compost facility but will photodegrade and create microplastics. 89 

i.Biobased materials or bioplastics are those that are produced from renewable raw materials. 90 
Biobased materials are not necessarily biodegradable or compostable. Often, biobased materials 91 
are made from fiber crops such as hemp and flax, bamboo, sugarcane, etc. 92 

ii.Biodegradable plastics are plastic materials that will decompose through biological processes, 93 
resulting in harmless bi-products. They may be made from renewable raw materials but may also 94 
be made using crude oil or natural gas.   95 

iii.Fossil fuel-based plastics are the most commonly used. These items are often 96 
comprised of polyethylene terephthalate (PET), high-density polyethylene (HDPE), 97 
polyvinyl chloride (PVC), low-density polyethylene (LDPE), polypropylene (PP), 98 
polystyrene (PS), expanded polystyrene foam (EPS) poly(methyl methacrylate) 99 
(PMMA), non-BPI certified polylactic acid (PLA), and paper or paperboard lined 100 
with wax or any of the listed plastics. 101 

Photodegrade: this process occurs when plastics break down into smaller and smaller pieces 102 
due to UV irradiation, eventually becoming microplastics, which release harmful chemicals into 103 
the environment. 104 

Recyclable is able to be recycled. Although many products may be marketed as recyclable, the 105 
ability to recycle a product depends upon the availability of a recycling system for that product in 106 
combination with a secondary market for the recycled materials. Recycle Right New York 107 
(https://recyclerightny.org/) provides information on what can and cannot be recycled in each 108 
municipality. 109 

Composting is “the natural process of recycling organic matter, such as leaves and food scraps, 110 
into a valuable fertilizer that can enrich soil and plants.” 111 

Compostable in Industrial Facility items are designed to be composted under aerobic 112 
conditions in municipal and industrial aerobic composting facilities, where thermophilic 113 
conditions are achieved. 114 

https://www.suny.edu/sunypp/documents.cfm?doc_id=925#_ftn4
https://recyclerightny.org/
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Compostable plastic is plastic that meets the American Society for Testing and Materials 115 
(ASTM) D6400 standards.  116 

Wax-lined products are paper and paperboard products that have been lined with wax, 117 
commonly paraffin wax, a petroleum derivative, to improve moisture resistance. Wax lining 118 
prevents these products from being recyclable or compostable. 119 

Plastic-lined Products are paper and paperboard products that have been lined with a thin film 120 
of plastic to improve moisture resistance. The plastic lining prevents these products from being 121 
recyclable or compostable. 122 

Appendix B: Sample guidelines: 123 

1. Implement operational and behavioral changes to eliminate the use of disposable products; 124 
2. Select disposable products that do not contain plastic to replace single use plastic 125 

products; 126 
3. Select disposable products that are BPI Certified compostable to replace single use 127 

plastics. BPI Certified compostable products are considered single use plastics until the 128 
campus has established a composting program and is ensuring BPI Certified compostable 129 
products are being composted and managed in accordance with manufacturer and 130 
composting facility instructions; 131 

4. Where plastic products are unavoidable, those made from recycled plastic are to be given 132 
preference; 133 

5. Where an alternative to single use plastics is not yet available, an appropriate Material 134 
Recovery Facility is not available, or replacement is not practical, exceptions to this 135 
policy may be available; 136 

a. Accessibility needs allow for an exception to all parts of the policy; 137 
b. Other exceptions to this policy will be extremely limited. Exceptions should be reviewed 138 
at least annually for continued applicability; and 139 
c. Additional exceptions may be necessary to support emergency operations, such as public 140 
health emergencies or extreme supply chain disruptions. This exception should only be used in 141 
the short term, institutions must return to following policy promptly when the emergency has 142 
ended. 143 

Respectfully Submitted, 144 

Ameera Aftab 145 

Student Assembly Representative 146 


