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POLICY INITIATIVE

Balloon Release

What are MO's policies on
balloon releases?

Released balloons can travel a
long distance and contribute to
waste.

Balloons are made from plastic materials
including rubber, latex, polychloroprene, or
nylon (Luo et al. 2024). While latex balloons are
often labeled as biodegradable, pure latex, a
product from rubber trees, requires chemical
processes and addition of various compounds
durable

to create high-quality, balloons

(Gilmour & Lavers 2021).

Balloons are usually released into the sky for
celebrations or commemorations. Helium or
lighter-than-air filled balloons can travel long
distances before returning to the ground,
contributing to human waste (Irwin 2012, Walde
et al. 2007). In one instance, balloons released
during a fund-raising event were found more
than 125 miles away (Walde et al. 2007).
Another study determined that balloons traveled
43 miles on average (Irwin 2012).

A study on balloon releases found that about
81% of balloons came back down to the ground
intact, and 12% broke apart into small fragments
ranging from 0.19 inches to about an inch (Irwin
2012). Another study recorded whole balloons
and fragments of plastic or dried latex in two
protected desert areas in the Sonoran

Research Highlights

Most balloons released into the sky return to the
ground intact.

After 16 weeks, latex balloons show no
significant degradation in compost, saltwater,
or freshwater.

Ten states have passed laws restricting or
banning intentional mass balloon releases.

Desert, AZ, bordered by low-density residential
areas (Zylstra 2013). Balloon accumulation was
more abundant than desert tortoises and
rattlesnakes in the areas studied.

Balloon releases are an
environmental concern.

Outdoor  balloon  releases have raised
environmental concerns. Balloons and their
attachments can be harmful to wildlife, either
because animals ingest them or get entangled
by the attached string or ribbon (Acampora et
al. 2014, Lavers et al. 2014, Walde et al. 2007).
Ingested balloon litter can block parts of an
animal’s digestive system, make it hard to
breathe and lead to starvation and death

(Roman et al. 2021).

A research study indicated that fragments of
latex can break down in 87 days when exposed
to seawater (Lambert et al. 2013). However,
small particles produced by the breakdown still
pose a significant threat to young animals
(Acampora et al. 2014).
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There are few studies on the degradation of
balloons in the environment. Over 16 weeks, one
study documented the breakdown of latex
balloons labelled as biodegradable compared
to those that were not labelled biodegradable
(Gilmour & Lavers 2021). Both types of latex

balloons showed no significant breakdown in

freshwater,

saltwater, or compost, and

maintained their original shape and size.

Some states prohibit mass
balloon releases or limit their
use.

Currently, MO does not have any state policy
regarding balloon releases. Ten states have
passed laws restricting or banning the
intentional release of large number of balloons

(Table 1).

Table 1. States with balloon release laws. Includes limitations and exemptions on balloon releases. Adapted
from Robert (2022).

State Limitation Exemptions
CA Balloons of electrically conductive material in|Government or scientific research uses
public/civic events, promotions, or advertisements  [Hot air balloons
Intentional release of 10 or more helium-filled
CT L . Not listed
balloons within a 24-hour period
Releasing one to four ballons at a time Scientific, meteorological, or governmental purposes
DE Intentional mass release of five or more balloons in  [Indoor releases, water-filled recreational balloons that
private or public property are recovered, or unintentional release
Scientific or meteorological purposes
Intentional release of 10 or more lighter-than-air Balloons manufacturer-certified as biodegradable or
FL e
balloons within 24 hours photodegradable
Hot air balloons recovered after launch
Intentionally releasing or organizing the release of a |Scientific or meteorological purposes
HI ) : )
lighter-than-air balloon Hot air balloons recovered after launch
Scientific and meteorological observation
ME Intentional release of a lighter-than-air balloon Balloons carrying scientific instruments
Hot air balloons recovered after launch
Scientific or meteorological purposes
) Balloons equipped with radio tracking devices released
Intentional release or cause to release 10 or more o : ) i
MD by individuals with amateur radio operator licenses.
balloons i
Hot air balloons recovered after launch
Minors under 13 years of age
Rl Intentionally releasing or organizing release of 10 or |Scientific or meteorological purposes
more lighter than air balloons Recovered hot air balloons
Releases in certain counties based on population
thresholds
Knowingly releasing more than 25 lighter-than-air
TN 9y 9 9 Weather balloons for scientific experiments
balloons ) . -
Biodegradable balloons that degrade quickly with air or
water exposure
Scientific or meteorological purposes
Intentionally releasing, discarding, or prompting the Recovered hot air balloons
[ ing, di ing, [ _ : L
VA 4 : 9. or prompiing Biodegradable balloons that degrade quickly with air or
release or discard of a balloon
water exposure
Minors under 16 years of age

MOST Policy Initiative is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization that provides nonpartisan research information to

members of the Missouri General Assembly upon request. This Science Note is intended for informational purposes

and does not indicate support or opposition to a particular bill or policy approach. A full list of references used in

this Science Note may be found at https://mostpolicyinitiative.org/science-note/balloon-release/. Please
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