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1. What is degradable plastic?

Marine plastic litter has drawn society’s attention to the excessive use of disposable single
use plastics (SUPs) 1, and its negative impact on the environment and human health. In
addition, the rapid increase of SUPs globally is accelerating climate change due to the
amount of greenhouse gas emissions from its entire lifecycle, according to a 2019 report [1].

The global annual usage of plastic exceeded 300 million tonnes in 2015, and nearly
half was used to make SUPs[2], which are designed to be used for a short time before being
thrown away. Policymakers across the globe have employed various national and regional
regulatory approaches to address plastic pollution, to which SUPs are a major contribution.
By 2018, the United Nations summarized that 127 countries have introduced legislation
to regulate plastic bags, 27 countries have banned specific SUPs, materials or production
levels, and 63 countries have mandates for extended producer responsibility for SUPs[3]. Of
the specific plastic bag material composition requirements, 35 have given the green light
for degradable plastics, incentivized the production, import, or use of oxo-biodegradable,
biodegradable and/or compostable SUPs. Different types of degradable plastics have been
highlighted in themainstreammedia since then, often as an exciting breakthroughmaterial
to solve the plastic crisis.

China is one of the countries with the largest plastic production and consumption in
the world, and announced a ban on non-degradable SUPs in major cities by the end of
2020 and across the country by 2025, although degradable SUPs are exempt from the
ban[4]. Once again, degradable plastics are promoted as a “green” alternative. However,
what is “degradable” plastic? What are its environmental impacts? Do we need to develop
an alternative waste disposal strategy for disposable plastics? Can we really tackle plastic
pollution by switching to degradable plastic? Many questions still need to be addressed
before accepting degradable plastic as an eco-friendly solution to conventional plastic.

Considerable confusion exists in the field of degradable plastic, and different terms
are often used incorrectly in public communications. The two general mechanisms for

1Single use plastics (SUPs) include different types of products, such as, plastic bags, food and bever-
age packaging, straws, containers, cups and cutlery, which are typically used once before being thrown
away.
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degradable plastics are (i) photo- and oxo-degradation and (ii) biodegradation[5]. Photo-
degradable and oxo-degradable plastics are typically made from conventional plastics with
some additives, which helps the products to fragment rapidly under ultraviolet radiation
(sunlight) and oxygen[6]. The theory was that plastic would be degraded into carbon
dioxide and water by microorganisms. However, studies have shown that photo- and oxo-
degradable plastic does not biodegrade within a reasonable time period 2 , but leads to the
accumulation of incompletely degraded plastics in the environment. Biodegradable plastics,
on the other hand, consist of various polymers from different origins with different chemical
structures and properties, and each requires specific conditions to fully biodegrade. There
are more than 20 kinds of biodegradable plastics, including polymers from natural biomass,
polymers produced from bacterial productions, polymers chemically synthesized using
agricultural resources, and polymers chemically synthesized using fossil-fuel resources
(for examples, see Table 8.1). The different types of degradable plastics, even photo- and
oxo-degradable plastics, are often marketed as “green”, “eco-friendly” and “natural”, or
generally described as “biodegradable” materials.

Another term that is often used is “bioplastic”, which includes bio-based plastics and
biodegradable plastics, but the use of different names and the lack of clear terminology can
be confusing for consumers. Bio-based plastics are made fully or partially from biological
resources, and may not necessarily be biodegradable – nearly half of the bioplastics
produced are not biodegradable. Despite the fact that these terms have been used for
more than a decade, most consumers would presume a material is biodegradable when it
reads “derived from plants” [8].

In an effort to solve the plastic crisis, a number of governments and big brands have
favored degradable plastics, especially biodegradable plastics. The use of biodegradable
plastics is predicted to increase rapidly, with an expanding range of applications. It is
more urgent than ever to properly discuss the emerging issues concerning the use of
biodegradable plastics.

Greenpeace has reviewed the production and application of biodegradable plas-
tics, how they aremanaged in different parts of the world, and how they aremarketed
by big brands. A comprehensive understanding of bioplastics will help us evaluate
whether the use of biodegradable plastics have any positive impacts, and how they
should be regulated while society is transitioning towards a circular economy.

2“Defining a ‘reasonable’ time frame might differ from product to product depending also on the
use of the product and its impact on the environment; the environmental impact is correlated with the
time taken for complete breakdown of the polymer.” [7]



2. The biodegradable plastics industry

2.1 How biodegradable plastics are made
Global production capacity for bioplastics reached 2.11 million tonnes in 2019, of which
55.5% is biodegradable plastics, roughly 1.17 millions tonnes[9]. Polylactic acid (PLA) is prob-
ably the most well known biodegradable plastic, but more than 20 groups of biodegradable
plastic polymers exist. Of those 20, only 3 groups are produced on a commercial production
scale: (i) starch blends; (ii) PLA; and (iii) polybutylene-based polymers, which include PBS
(short for polybutylene succinate) and PBAT (short for polybutylene adipate terephthalate),
which are mostly fossil fuel based. Nearly 95% of production capacity for biodegradable
plastics is among these 3 groups.

The production capacity of starch blends was approximately 450 thousand tonnes in
2019. Starch is inexpensive and readily available compared to other natural polymers with
additional biodegradability, making it a popular material to develop biodegradable plastics.
However, due to its poor water resistance and low strength[10], starch is often blended with
other polymers to achieve needed mechanical properties. The commercial development
of starch blends have gone through several phases. Early stage starch blends are to fill
conventional non-degradable plastics (such as polyethylene or polypropylene) with starch,
with the aim of increasing degradability as well as reducing cost. This type of starch blend
is only partially biodegradable. Thermoplastic starch (TPS) 1 was developed in response to
the need for a material that would fully biodegrade. Current starch blends are mainly TPS
blending with other types of biodegradable plastics, though partially biodegradable starch
blends still remain in many countries, often marketed as the “biodegradable starch plastic”.

PLA is relatively cheap with several attractive mechanical properties compared to other
biodegradable polymers, which has made it a popular material. As of 2019, production
capacity of PLA was approximately 290 thousand tonnes.

Both starch blends and PLA production heavily rely on plant feedstocks, such as cas-
1Thermoplastic starches (TPS) are chemically modified from natural starch. Natural starch can be

processed by heating and adding different types of plasticizers, in order to improve properties for
industrial use.
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sava, potato, corn, and sugar cane[11]. Other feedstock sources have been researched and
explored, such as agricultural byproducts[11], cellulosic materials [12], or greenhouse gases
(i.e. carbon dioxide and methane)[12], but the technology is still under development and
agricultural products look set to remain as the main feedstock for starch blends and PLA in
the near future.

PBS/PBAT are fossil-based biodegradable polymers, with a current production capac-
ity of 370 thousand tonnes. In theory, PBS can be 100% bio-based, and PBAT can be 50%
bio-based[13]. However, bio-based equivalence for both polymers is under development,
and a majority of PBS/PBAT currently produced are still fossil-based[14].

Polyhydroxyalkanoates (PHAs) are another important group of biodegradable poly-
mers. Current PHA production capacity is only 25 thousand tonnes. The major restriction
for the wide commercialization and industrialization of PHA is the high cost of produc-
tion[15], though European Bioplastics expect a significant increase in PHA production in the
coming years[9]. PHAs are produced from microbial fermentation mainly using sugar or oil,
although industrial waste streams have been studied as cheaper carbon sources, including
agricultural waste, wastewater, food waste, used cooking oil and waste biogas[16].

Besides four major biodegradable polymers mentioned above, there are many other
types of biodegradable plastics, including the water soluble PVOH (short for polyvinyl
alcohol), the CO2 derived PPC (short for propylene carbonate) and the good blending
material PCL (polycaprolactone). There are reports of newmaterials from the biodegradable
polymer field, but these materials will require many years of research and development to
be used commercially.

Figure 2.1: An example of biodegradable plastic supply chain
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Box 2.1 The biodegradable plastics supply chain
Biodegradable plastics are synthetic chemical polymers with a supply chain that involves
the polymer processing sector and the agricultural sector. Using cornstarch polylactic
acid (PLA) as an example, its supply chain includes:

• Feedstock manufacture (corn farming)
• Raw material manufacture (starch extraction)
• Intermediate manufacture (starch hydrolysis into glucose)
• Platform chemical manufacture (lactic acid production)
• Material production (conversion of polylactic acid polymer), and
• Market product manufacture (mold polymers into packaging)

It is often a global supply chain spanning multiple continents and countries, involving a
number of companies. ⌅

2.2 Who is making biodegradable plastics?
Companies in Europe, the United States, and Japan have commercialized production of
biodegradable polymers, and production has shifted to Asia, due to the low cost and
convenience of feedstock acquisition. Many companies have emerged in Asian countries,
especially in China and Thailand[17], which are financed by local investments or companies
from the Global North.

Starch blends: Italian company Novamont is the leader in the starch blends sector,
having an annual production capacity of 150,000 tonnes. Novamont operates four pro-
duction plants across Italy, mainly using cereal starch and oil crops as feedstocks[18]. The
company claims that a sustainable supply chain is essential for its operations and that the
production of its raw materials does not hijack high biodiversity and high carbon reserves
in soil [19], but limited publicly accessible information could be obtained to evaluate its claims.

PLA: American company NatureWorks leads the PLA sector, operating a manufactur-
ing facility in the midwestern state of Nebraska, with a production capacity of 150,000
tonnes[20]. NatureWorks uses crops growing within 50 miles of its US production facility.
To ensure feedstock sustainability and responsibility, the company announced that by
2020, 100% of its feedstock will be certified by the International Sustainability & Carbon
Certification System (ISCC), an independent third-party sustainability certification system[21].
Total Corbion PLA currently operates the world’s second largest PLA plant in Rayong,
Thailand. The plant was opened in 2019, with an annual capacity of 75,000 tonnes, using
non-genetically modified sugarcane sourced locally in Thailand as feedstocks[22]. In early
2020, the company announced its plan for a second PLA plant based in Grandpuits, France,
with an annual capacity of 100,000 tonnes[23]. The remaining major PLA producers are
mostly located in China, Most of the companies are fairly small with an annual production
capacity between 10,000 - 50,000 tonnes. Jiangsu Yunyoucheng operates the largest PLA
plant in China, with an annual capacity of 50,000 tonnes[24]. However, a Chinese company
called Anhui Fengyuan recently announced a production plan for PLA that would reach "15
million tonnes by 2020, and 35 million tonnes by 2030"[25], which, if achieved, would be 100
times greater than current global PLA capacity. Anhui Fengyuan also mentioned its plan
to import corn from Brazil as the main PLA feedstock. Currently no public information is
available to evaluate the sustainability and responsibility of feedstock sourcing by Chinese
PLA producers.

PBS/PBAT: German chemical giant BASF leads the production of PBS/PBAT, operating
a plant with annual production capacity of 74,000 tonnes[26], producing petrochemical-
based biodegradable plastic. In addition, BASF, in early 2020, announced a collaboration
with Chinese chemical manufacturer Red Avenue New Materials Group, planning to build
another 60,000 tonnes plant in Shanghai, China[27]. The production of PBS/PBAT has
bloomed in China, with an annual total amount of approximately 200,000 tonnes, making

https://www.iscc-system.org/certificates/all-certificates/
https://www.iscc-system.org/certificates/all-certificates/
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up half of the global capacity. Guangzhou Jinfa is the leading Chinese company producing
petrochemical-based PBAT[24]. Japanese chemical company Showa Denko was the first
to commercially produce PBS. However, due to the high cost and low market share for
biodegradable plastics over the last few years, Showa Denko closed its 20,000 tonne
PBS production line in 2016[28]. Mitsubishi Chemical Corporation is the major Japanese
company producing PBS polymers. Its PBS plant is located in Rayong, Thailand, with an
annual capacity of 30,000 tonnes. Mitsubishi uses corn-derived bio-based monomers and
petrochemical compounds to make PBS[29].

PHA: A number of companies used to produce PHA, but later exited from the sector
due to the lack of market. American company Metabolix closed its 50,000 tonne PHA
production line in 2012, and sold its technology to Korean company CJ CheilJedang in
2016[30]. Italian company Bio-on announced bankruptcy in 2019[31]. American company
Danmier Scientific is the major PHA producer and produces bacteria-fermented PHA
using canola oil [32]. Danimer’s PHA plant is located in Kentucky, US, and it is working on
bringing the technology to a commercial scale. The company plans to source canola oil
from the southeast US according to Danimer’s marketing manager. Chinese company Tian-
jin Guoyun is another important player, with an annual production capacity of 10,000 tonnes.

The above mentioned companies are the major suppliers for packaging companies or
consumer goods brands to produce market products such as snack packaging, plastic
bags and other single-use biodegradable plastics. Most companies sell their polymers as
an intermediate product with a blended formulation, and provide customers on-the-shelf
solutions, meaning polymer producers would alter the blend ratio of different types of
biodegradable polymers and chemical additives in order to meet the requirements from
the end user. The PLA plastic bag bought from Walmart might be slightly different from the
PLA bag we bought from Carrefour in terms of chemical combination.

2.3 Where biodegradable plastics are used
Europe and North America are two major markets for biodegradable plastics, but the
demand for biodegradable plastics is growing rapidly in Asia, especially in China and India,
due to plastic restriction policies[33].

Packaging is the primary use for biodegradable plastics and accounted for 59% of the
biodegradable plastics made in 2019[34]. Biodegradable packaging is currently a fraction
(0.5%) of total plastic packaging produced. Flexible packaging used nearly 500,000 tonnes of
biodegradable plastics. Large multinationals in the consumer-packaged goods, retailer and
food service sector have also made progress or declared intentions to dramatically scale
biodegradable plastic usage, which drives the demand for biodegradable packaging for
fresh produce, food cutlery, and compostable bags. In 2017, 164,000 tonnes of biodegrad-
able food packaging and food ware were produced. This number is forecasted to increase
by 10% by 2022[35]. The demand for food packaging and single-use plastic has increased
because of the the COVID-19 pandemic, and companies have sought biodegradable
alternatives for food packaging and single-use cutlery[36]. Demand for compostable bags
was 72,000 tonnes in 2017, and is forecast to increase by 9% by 2022[35]. In addition, several
e-commerce giants have also encouraged a switch to biodegradable packaging, driving the
biodegradable demand in online goods and food delivery. In China alone, if online sectors
meet the policy requirement by switching 50% of their online delivery packaging[37] and
20% of food delivery packaging to biodegradables, more than 700,000 tonnes would be
added to the demand of biodegradable plastics. In addition, a January 2020 policy[4] bans
the use of non-degradable plastics in online delivery by 2025. If companies do not develop
ambitious plastic reduction plans, and instead simply switch from conventional plastics
to biodegradable plastics, China’s online delivery industry would produce an estimated 5
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million tonnes of biodegradable plastic waste per year by 2025 2.

Agriculture and horticulture used 14% of all biodegradable plastics manufactured in
2019[34]. Agricultural mulching film is used to improve crop yield in many countries.
Traditional mulching film is difficult to collect from the field and can lead to severe plastic
pollution in the soil. Biodegradable mulching film has, therefore, been tested and devel-
oped to be an alternative. Though its soil biodegradability and impacts are not yet fully
understood, many countries have applied it to a larger scale. BASF projected that global
demand for biodegradable mulching films would reach 2 million tonnes per year, with
100,000 tonnes within Europe[38]. China has the largest mulching area, using up to 2.5
million tonnes of mulching films per year. With a presumed 10% annual switching rate
to biodegradable, China alone would need more than 200,000 tonnes of biodegradable
mulching films per year[39].

2.4 An uncertain future for biodegradable plastics
IHS Markit forecasts that the demand of biodegradable plastics will increase to 550,000
tonnes globally by 2023[40]. In comparison, Chinese market predictions are more ambitious,
with an estimation of biodegradable plastics demand in China reaching 2.38 million tonnes
by 2025[39], and 640,000 tonnes for PBAT alone[41]. Prof. Wen from Tsinghua University in
China estimated that a cumulative amount of 22 million tonnes of biodegradable plastics
will be needed over the next 5 years to replace single-use items according to the new
Chinese plastic ban[42].

Legislation relating to single-use plastic is driving the demand for biodegradable plas-
tics according to a recent calculation. In China, 36 companies have planned or constructed
new biodegradable plastic projects, with an added capacity of more than 4.4 million
tonnes[39], a sevenfold increase since 2019[43].

Despite the blooming development in biodegradable manufacture, the use of biodegrad-
able plastics has faced a number of challenges, which have limited production and
application. The global production data are only available to a limited extent, but European
Bioplastics has stated that Asia has been the major production hub in the world. China
produced 138,000 tonnes of biodegradable polymers in 2018[44], which is only 30% of
the built capacity. The reasons behind low capacity utilization rate for the biodegradable
plastics industry have been the elephant in the room for the industry, which have never
been addressed or resolved despite the promotion of the biodegradable materials. It
includes:

1. Cost and agricultural feedstocks: the cost of biodegradable plastics manufacturing
is more than double compared to that of conventional plastics, making its price
less competitive on the market. Conventional plastics have become cheaper with
the dropping price of crude oil, leading to a bigger price difference[45]. Technology
barriers remain to make biodegradable plastics cheaper, and feedstocks are a large
portion of the cost. Roughly one-third of biodegradable plastics are made from
petrochemicals, and the industry is moving towards bio-based feedstocks. Current
bio-based feedstocks are still mainly agricultural products such as corn, potato, and
cassava. To utilize agricultural products, especially food crops, on a large industrial
scale could potentially bring problems such as whether industrial utilization is
competing with food supply in the region, how to ensure companies responsibly
acquire feedstocks when the business nature is to lower cost, or how to ensure the
sustainability of bioplastics through the entire complex supply chain.

2This calculation assumes no reduction in overall plastics use and that conventional plastics used in
online delivery are replaced by biodegradable plastics.
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2. Physical properties and chemical additives: None of the current commercial
biodegradable polymers are used solely to make products mainly due to cost and
mechanical characteristics. To meet product needs, different types of polymers are
normally blended together in different ratios, with chemical additives often added.
What are the chemical additives? Do they have negative impacts on our health and
the environment? How to properly evaluate the risks added with these chemicals and
produce the true “green” and “eco-friendly” biodegradable products is the second
challenge for the industry.

3. Biodegradation and waste management facilities: The biodegradation of
“biodegradable” plastics is not straightforward. Biodegradable plastic products do
not have a clear definition nor a universal label, making it difficult for consumers to
distinguish biodegradable and conventional plastics. In addition, product descriptions
often use false, misleading or unproven information. The in-situ biodegradation of
biodegradable plastics would require tightly controlled waste management and
proper facilities, which do not exist in many countries. Without the support of disposal
infrastructure, biodegradable plastics would not help to solve the plastic pollution
crisis.

With all these challenges still valid, one should not be too optimistic for the development of
biodegradable plastics.



3. Agricultural feedstock and the supply chain

Biodegradable plastics are products from the chemical industry characterized by a long
supply chain, and feedstock often sourced from the Global South. Past Greenpeace
investigations have disclosed management challenges for a long supply chain that lacks
transparency. The palm oil industry has brought deforestation, biodiversity loss, and
agricultural land misuse in South East Asia[46]. The electronics industry has produced soil
and water pollution and labor abuse[47]. Biodegradable plastic is a growing industry and
it is difficult to evaluate or project the environmental and social impacts without enough
information. However, it is clear that both data tracking and sustainability criteria schemes
are not sufficient for the management of this emerging sector.

More than two-thirds of the biodegradable plastics produced rely on agricultural plant
feedstock, which is projected to remain the major feedstock for the next a few years, if not
longer. Only a few leading companies[48] reveal their source of feedstock and commit to
responsible and sustainable sourcing – inmany countries, disclosing the source of feedstock
is voluntary. Multi-stakeholder associations have been established to monitor the feedstock
sustainability, including the International Sustainability & Carbon Certification System
(ISCC), the Roundtable on Sustainable Biomaterials (RSB) and the Bioplastic Feedstock
Alliance (BFA). These are voluntary certification schemes without wide global recognition or
certifying according to existing international standards.

The absence of international agreement and recognition for feedstock governance re-
garding biodegradable plastics is a potential problem. Although some international
conventions have covered aspects of the industrial usage of biomass, they are not com-
prehensively linked to cover risks brought by the development of biomass feedstock for
biodegradable plastics. The use of biomass for biodegradable plastics could bring more
opportunities together with risks, especially for developing countries. Developing countries
are more vulnerable to the potential risks due to a general deficiency in sustainable
management. The European Union has developed relatively comprehensive sustainable
regulations, but current schemes have not extended from biofuel feedstock to the plastics
industry[49].

https://www.iscc-system.org/certificates/all-certificates/
https://rsb.org/about/what-we-do/the-rsb-principles/
https://bioplasticfeedstockalliance.org/bioplastics/
https://bioplasticfeedstockalliance.org/bioplastics/


14

Box 3.1 Sustainability feedstock sourcing[50]

The evaluation of feedstock sustainability needs to take environmental, social and eco-
nomical aspects into account.

Environmental sustainability
Focuses on negative environmental impacts of crop land use, such as whether agricul-
tural land is scarce in the region, if the production of plastic feedstock would lead to
competition with cultivated land, or if agricultural activities may lead to deforestation or
biodiversity loss and contribute to more carbon emission and the climate crisis. Other
considerations are whether agricultural activities result in water stress, and create water
and soil pollution; Andwhether feedstock production takes place in the soil with high car-
bon reserves (such as forests or wetlands) that would significantly increase the carbon
footprint of the final plastic product.

Social sustainability
Concerns are mainly about food security and land use. One concern is that large-scale
industrial usage of food crops would compete with the food supply and increase the
food price, which would impact food access for people on low incomes. Though the
increasing demand of bio-resources could bring more income for small farmers, large-
scale industrial plantations are normally preferred because of the lower cost. Questions
remain with regards to whether corporations would pursue lower costs and ignore the
negative impacts such as labor rights, soil pollution, and social injustice.

Economic sustainability
Bio-based feedstock costs 2-5 times, or even more, than petrochemical feedstock. More
research and innovation are needed to increase efficiency and lower the cost. Currently
for plastic production, using biomass feedstock would be difficult to be economically sus-
tainable without significantly increasing the final product price or relying on government
subsidy. ⌅
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In comparison to the petrochemical-based plastics, the production of bio-based plastics is
small. The bioplastics industry claims the production of feedstock only used up to 0.02%
of current agricultural land[9]. Feedstock production has largely been located in just a few
countries. Although 0.02% is a small fraction of the global agricultural land, we need to
pay more attention to where this 0.02% of land is located, and whether it is concentrated
within only a few regions. Without more information, it is difficult to evaluate the impacts
of growing feedstock for use in biodegradable plastics. The biodegradable plastic industry
is predicted to grow as more countries, including China, promote the use of biodegradable
plastics. Because the industry is growing, management of feedstock acquisition is urgent.

Box 3.2 Global agricultural land
If you think: “Why don’t we change to biodegradable plastic to solve the plastic crisis?",
please read the following calculation.

Globally, plastic packaging could use up to 146 million tonnes of plastic a year[2],
and if it is all replaced by biodegradable plastics, presumably PLA as it is cheaper to
produce with a relatively good conversation rate from feedstock.

To produce 146 million tonnes of PLA would require 348,940,000 tonnes of corn
as feedstock, which uses 54,020,000 ha of land. To put this into a real-world scale, the
amount of corn used equals to 32% of global annual corn production, or more than all
corn produced in the US this year. To grow this amount of corn would use 1% of global
agricultural land.

Calculation and data source:
Producing 1 tonnes of PLA requires 2.39 tonnes of corn, which uses 0.37 ha of land according to
the Institute for Bioplastics and Biocomposites (ifBB) [51].
Global agricultural land in 2016 was 4.87 billion ha according to Hannah Ritchie and Max Roser
(2013) [52].
Global corn production in 2018/2019 was 1.09 billion tonnes, and the US corn production in
2019/20 by far was over 345 million tonnes, as listed in statista [53].

⌅



4. Safe and toxic-free production

Many people assume that biodegradable plastics are safe because they are made from
natural raw materials, but studies have suggested that there are safety concerns regarding
biodegradable plastics. Although most biodegradable plastics are made from plant mate-
rials, the manufacturing process involves chemicals such as additives and plasticizers. A
recent study analyzing bio-based and/or biodegradable plastic products in the European
market found that 80% of tested products contained more than 1,000 chemicals, and 67%
of tested products contained hazardous chemicals [54].

Here we look at PFAS (per/poly fluoro alkyl substances) as an example. PFAS is a group
of fluorinated chemical compounds that are used to impart water- and grease-resistance
to single-use products[55]. Our understanding regarding the health effects of fluorinated
chemicals is limited, but research suggests that many of these chemicals are hazardous
to human and environmental health. Among PFAS substances, the most well-studied are
perfluorooctanesulfonic acid (PFOS), which is a possible human carcinogen, and perfluo-
rooctanoic acid (PFOA), which is a persistent organic pollutant[56]. Although the risks are
not fully understood, PFAS chemicals are widely used in food packaging, with only a few
countries restricting their use[57]. A US non-profit organization, Center for Environmental
Health (CEH), tested 130 products from the US market in 2018 and found fluorinated PFAS
compounds in a number of single-use products, including compostable and biodegradable
foodwares[58]. In 2019, the California Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) inspected
food-related packaging to gain a better understanding of the presence of PFASs, the im-
pacts and the availability and feasibility of alternatives[59]. It is still unclear if the hazardous
chemicals in the packagingmay contaminate the content inside, but they could contaminate
the compost if entering into the composting process[60]. Chemical examinations of several
American compost facilities have tested PFAS-positive in the final compost products[61,62,63].

Chemical testing for biodegradable and/or compostable plastics include food-safety
tests (for food packaging) and ecotoxicity tests[64], but the test list is limited to heavy
metals and known organic pollutants. Most known and unknown hazardous chemicals
are not included on the list. The production and use of biodegradable plastics requires
better regulations of chemical use, which will require chemical disclosure from manufactur-
ers aswell as amore comprehensive chemical regulatory framework and testing strategy[65].



5. How are biodegradable plastics disposed
of?

The urgent question surrounding the disposal of biodegradable plastics is whether
“biodegradable” applies to real life situations or whether it is a misleading statement.
Biodegradable products on themarket require specific waste treatment at the end of life. To
fully biodegrade, a plastic product also needs to be designed, used, and properly disposed
of through its entire life cycle. This depends upon biodegradable plastics being easy to
distinguish from non-biodegradable plastics. Biodegradable plastics look very similar to
conventional plastics, so authorised testing and clear labels are important.

5.1 Biodegradable standards and certification systems need improvements
Because it is difficult for consumers to distinguish the biodegradability of a material, it is
extremely important for authorities to provide definitions of biodegradability and biodegra-
dation, and for international testing methodologies to be developed. In addition to national
and international standards, certification schemes would ensure third-party verification of
biodegradability, which support companies and governments to regulate and manage the
quality of products. A unified label and clear naming guidance could direct consumers to
choose certain products. Biodegradable plastics markets have developed in Europe and
North America, and those regions therefore have advanced standards and certification
systems in place. The most broadly recognized biodegradable standards include European
EN standards, the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) standards in the
US, and ISO standards by the International Organization for Standardization[66]. Based
on these standards, the Biodegradable Products Institute (BPI) and the US Compostable
Council (USCC) developed the BPI certification program in the US. European Bioplastics has
developed the certification scheme in Europe, with testing performed by DIN CERTCO in
Germany and TÜV in Austria and Belgium. Each certification scheme has developed its own
label for biodegradable products, which are the most globally recognized biodegradable
labels.

The biodegradation of each plastic requires specific conditions. The BPI certification
scheme only certifies industrial compostable plastics. The European certification scheme
certifies plastics under categories of “industrial compostable”, “home compostable”, “marine
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biodegradable”, “soil biodegradable” and “fresh water biodegradable”, but not all categories
have matching international standards.

R Composting is a controlled process of breaking down organic waste into com-
post, which can be integrated with soil. It can occur in a home composter or
an industrial composting facility. Materials that can decompose in an industrial
composting facility are not necessarily able to break down in a home composter
because of the difference of temperature and mechanical mixing process, and
types and quantities of microorganisms present[67] .

Even though international standards and certification schemes are the best way to guaran-
tee plastic biodegradability, recent studies have indicated that these standards or testing
cannot reflect the real world situation and therefore cannot ensure biodegradation after
use[66]. For instance, a number of composters from Europe[68] and the US[69] have reported
the gap between their operation period and the time needed for compostable plastics to
fully decompose. Even certified products cannot guarantee full biodegradation in their
facility. The same problem is revealed for “marine biodegradable”, “soil biodegradable” and
“fresh water biodegradable” plastics. Variabilities such as temperature, exposure to sunlight,
and oxygen levels are important factors for the biodegradation process. Biodegradability
tests conducted in lab-simulated environments may not always not reflect variabilities.
For example, the marine biodegradable plastic test requires a testing temperature of
20oC[70] - 30oC[71], but sea water in some parts of the world will not reach 20oC - 30oC.
Consequently, lab testing is not always fully reliable to estimate the biodegradation rate
and required time for biodegradable plastics in the ocean when conditions are differ-
ent from the lab[72]. The lab testing and certification process could tell us if the tested
plastic could biodegrade under lab conditions, but cannot answer the question that every-
one is eager to know “Can this biodegradable plastic I bought really biodegrade inmy town?"

5.2 Consumers need clear information and guidance
In addition to the complicated terms and definitions around biodegradable plastics, the
product descriptions for biodegradable plastics are often misleading. Consumers in some
countries have to correctly identify biodegradable plastics from those with fake labels[73].
Consumers generally do not know the difference between “bio-based”, “biodegradable” and
“compostable”, and research has suggested that confusion surrounding the true meaning
of “biodegradable” would encourage littering[74]. On the other hand, corporates who
produce and use biodegradable plastics often promote their products being “eco-friendly”,
“biodegradable in the nature”, “green” and “sourced from natural materials”, which ex-
aggerate the benefit of biodegradable plastics, but manufacturers often provide limited
information regarding how the products should be disposed of after use.

Without clear information of how biodegradable packaging should be disposed of, un-
der what conditions and how long it can biodegrade, it is unlikely that biodegradable plastic
waste will end up in the correct place to be processed. Due to the ambiguous meaning of
“biodegradable”, some countries have tightened up the laws on these terms, forbidding
companies to claim their products are “biodegradable” without scientific evidence. Labeling
and naming biodegradable plastics are not regulated in many parts of the world.

Existing certification schemes do not provide sufficient guidance for consumers. Con-
sumers International evaluated existing labels for compostability, biodegradability,
reliability, relevance, clarity, transparency and accessibility, and concluded that labels show
a significant discrepancy between labelling and available infrastructure in the region. Dis-
crepancy in labeling does not guide consumers towards proper disposal of biodegradable
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plastic [75]. With an increasing number of consumers eager to seek more environmentally
friendly products, the market for biodegradable plastics requires better and more effective
regulatory approaches to ensure that consumers access products and services that provide
real benefit to the environment.

5.3 Are there enough compost facilities to treat biodegradables?
Biodegradable plastics are claimed to be able to divert waste from landfill and reduce
non-degradable plastic waste. However, these benefits are standing on the assumption that
biodegradable plastics would eventually biodegrade in an acceptable time frame. Currently
83% of the biodegradable plastic used for packaging is “industrially compostable” [76], which
requires processing under industrial composting conditions, with a temperature higher
than 50oC and carefully managed humidity conditions.

Globally, up to 2 billion tonnes of municipal solid waste are produced each year, of
which more than 50% is organic waste[77]. Composting organic waste could effectively
direct waste from the landfill, and organically recycle the waste into nutrients for the soil [78].
Despite all the benefits, composting is only a small fraction (5.5%) of waste treatment
capacity globally [77]. Europe has been developing composting capacities since the Landfill
Directive 1999/31/EC[79], and becoming the leading composting region. Still, composting
only represents 10% of its waste disposal capacity by 2016[77]. The 2019 statistic suggests
that only seven countries among the 21 European countries have enough composting
facilities to treat all organic waste generated within the country[80]. Composting capacity
is even more scarce in the US and China, representing 3%[81] and 4%[82] of entire waste
disposal capacity, respectively.
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Figure 5.1: The difference between organic waste and compost capacity – a compari-
son between selected nations.

Data source:
Italy composting data (2016): https://www.compost.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/CIC-
Key-Data-2018-ENG_web-version_protetto.pdf/ ;
Germany composting data (2015): https://www.bmu.de/fileadmin/Daten_BMU/Pools/
Broschueren/abfallwirtschaft_2018_en_bf.pdf;
China composting data (2018): www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2019/indexch.htm, and China’s
organic waste only includes food waste;
US composting data (2018): https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-
waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials
For the most up-to-date figures, please refer to the national statistics in each country.

Box 5.1 How many composting facilities still needed
In China, approximately 96% of waste treatment is landfill and incineration. The remain-
ing 4% is other forms of waste treatment, including composting, which amounts to a to-
tal daily treatment capacity of 28,102 tonnes. However, around 290,000 tonnes of food
waste is generated daily [83], creating a composting capacity discrepancy of more than
260,000 tonnes per day, which means China would still need 535 more composting fa-
cilities (consider that a composter could treat 500 tonnes of waste per day) to be fully
capable of treating all organic waste. There would not be enough facilities to treat the
emerging biodegradable plastic waste. ⌅

https://www.compost.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/CIC-Key-Data-2018-ENG_web-version_protetto.pdf/
https://www.compost.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/CIC-Key-Data-2018-ENG_web-version_protetto.pdf/
https://www.bmu.de/fileadmin/Daten_BMU/Pools/Broschueren/abfallwirtschaft_2018_en_bf.pdf
https://www.bmu.de/fileadmin/Daten_BMU/Pools/Broschueren/abfallwirtschaft_2018_en_bf.pdf
www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2019/indexch.htm
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials
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Not all composting facilities are able to accept compostable plastics. A 2018 US composting
survey found that only half of the surveyed facilities could accept compostable plastic
waste[84]. Compostable garbage bags have been permitted by local governments to collect
organic waste in countries including Germany, Italy, and the Netherlands, and there has
been an increase in the collection rate of organic waste. However, after years of operation,
some composting facilities have raised concerns about accepting and treating compostable
plastics[68,69]. The major reasons for concerns include:

1. Generally, kitchen waste takes six weeks to become compost, but additional time is
required for compostable plastics to fully break down. The time discrepancy makes it
difficult to ensure full biodegradation of compostable plastics in the facility [85].

2. Compostable and conventional plastics are not easy to distinguish. Composting firms
worry that the acceptance of compostable plastics would introducemore conventional
plastics into the facility and introduce contamination into the final products[86].

3. Accepting and treating compostable plastics does not add value[87]. Compostable
plastics, if not fully biodegradable, would be treated as contaminants in the final
product[87].

Because of the uncertainties surrounding biodegradation, advice from the US compost
council is that composters should field test compostable products to ensure the product
will disintegrate in their specific system[88].

Without statistics about use and disposal of biodegradable and compostable plastics,
it is difficult to estimate the percentage of compostable plastics being safely processed at
the end of life. However, global waste collection rates need improvements because only
a few regions within certain countries could reach 100% collection; in some low-income
countries the waste collection rate is only 39%[88]. The low efficiency of waste collection
and management is a major reason that plastic waste is becoming a serious environmental
pollution problem[89]. What’s more, biodegradable plastics, as a new waste type, have not
been included in most current waste management systems. For questions regarding the
disposal of biodegradable plastics, the US EPA answered "contact your garbage/recycling
company or local government to find out” [90]. Japan, which is a country that is considered
to have one of the the best waste sorting schemes, has not included biodegradable plastics
in its comprehensive waste sorting guidebooks[91]. Similarly in China, it is still unclear how
biodegradable plastics should be disposed of in the current waste sorting system. It is valid
to conclude that consumers in most regions, as an important player in the waste collection
system, are not fully aware how to dispose of biodegradable plastics after use.
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5.4 Other end-of-life options for biodegradable plastics
The use of biodegradable plastics often encounters the question: Can I recycle biodegrad-
able plastics?, The simple answer is: No. Although biodegradable plastics, in theory, are
valuable to recycle, current biodegradable plastics are not designed to be recycled, nor do
dedicated recycling channels exist. Globally, accumulated plastic waste amounted to 6.3
billion tonnes in 2015, of which only 9% was recycled[2]. The plastic industry claims that
all types of plastic can be recycled, but most plastics are not actually recycled due to poor
product design using hard-to-recycle materials, low profit for recycling, and low collection
rates of waste plastic packaging. Introducing biodegradable plastics into the system will
make recycling more challenging.

For example, polyethylene terephthalate (PET) has the highest recycling rate among
all plastic types. If PET were to be mixed with compostable PLA, 0.1% of PLA would reduce
the transparency of recycled plastic, and make the mixture opaque; 0.3% of PLA would lead
to a yellowing of the resulting product[92], and if the PLA content increase to 2-5%, different
melting points for PLA would possibly form clusters, hampering further operations[93].
Because of such manufacturing complications, accepting biodegradables into recycling
schemes would risk the quality of recycled content.

Incineration is another major waste treatment process, especially in the high-income
regions such as North America, Australia and northern Europe. Incineration plants are
designed to burn garbage and generate power. Biodegradable plastics are not as efficient
at generating energy in comparison to petrochemical-based counterparts. The energy that
can be produced by combusting waste can be calculated by the calorific value of a certain
type of waste. Biodegradable plastics have an average calorific value of 19.6MJ/kg, which
is nearly one-third of conventional plastics (40MJ/kg). The estimated energy produced
by combusting one kilo of biodegradable and conventional plastic waste is 4.51MJ and
9.2MJ, respectively[94]. Though burning biodegradable plastic waste would result in lower
carbon emissions, it is not an efficient waste-to-energy source. Besides, the concerns and
debates about environmental and healthy risks brought by incinerations to the surrounding
neighborhood have been ongoing for more than a decade[95], which should be considered
for the development and use of incineration technology in any region.

More than 40% of global waste is sent to landfill or is open dumped in many low-income
countries. Without support from a functioning waste sorting system, biodegradable plastics
are likely to end up in landfills. Whether biodegradable plastics could break down in a landfill
is still unclear due to complex environmental conditions. In a modern landfill, garbage is
compressed to minimize space use, which squeezes the oxygen out. Without the presence
of oxygen, the natural biodegradation process would be extremely slow[96]. Experiments
have found no change in the appearance of compostable plastics after 12 months in
landfill [97]. Even though biodegradation could occur, uncontrolled biodegradation in landfill
would release large amounts of greenhouse gases, including methane and carbon dioxide.
Methane contributes significantly to climate change[98]. According to the US EPA, landfill
generates methane representing 15% of all anthropological activities in the country[99]. To
summarize, landfill should not be the destiny for biodegradable plastics.

If our waste system and disposal strategy do not significantly change, SUPs, biodegradable
or not, could persist in the environment. The fate of biodegradable plastics in different
ecosystems is difficult to predict because of the variability of conditions in different envi-
ronments. Research suggests that some biodegradable plastic products can fully break
down within two years in seawater[100], yet some biodegradable plastic that had been
buried in soil for three years was still functional [101]. The reasons that SUPs are a major
contribution to plastic waste are because they are produced and used in large quantities,
are expensive to recycle and difficult to collect. Promoting biodegradable plastics for
large-scale use without proper management and regulations will drive environmental,
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social and economic problems. The use of biodegradable plastics requires strict regulations
and legal guidance, from feedstock farming to waste disposal. In the next chapter, we
compare policy and regulations among the major regions using biodegradable plastics, in
the hope to summarize good practices that could be applied more broadly.



6. How policy makers regulate biodegradable
plastics

The development of the biodegradable plastics market and industry largely benefits from
restrictions on the use of single-use plastics around the world. Regulatory work has
developed with different timeframes around the world, and some countries have had
more experience to regulate biodegradable plastics. Europe and the US are the major
biodegradable plastics producers and have made the most progress in regulations and
legal frameworks. Many Asian countries are growing markets for biodegradable plastics,
despite the lack of waste collection schemes and treatment facilities..

The biodegradable plastics market is growing rapidly without adequate legislation and
loopholes exist, such as lack of international agreement, recognised criteria for sustainable
feedstock, and the absence of a comprehensive approach to safely manage chemicals
used in the manufacturing process. The development of regulations and standards does
not match the speed of market growth, which reflects in the lack of universal labeling and
naming guidelines for biodegradable plastics, leading to confusion between real and fake
products. Misleading green claims and the complexity of biodegradable products make
appropriate disposal of waste difficult. Additionally, it is very rare to see legal requirements
that stipulate end-of-life procedures for biodegradable plastics.

6.1 Europe
Besides banning a series of SUPs, the European Union plans to prevent plastic pollution
through an increase in reuse and recycling. The “Circular Economy Action Plan” released
in 2015 urges the European economy to transit from linear production to a circular model,
improving the resource efficiency to reduce waste. The “EU Strategy for Plastics in the
Circular Economy” in 2018 emphasized that plastic products should be designed to enable
a greater durability, reuse and high-quality recycling. The plastic strategy also suggested
that all plastic packaging on the EU market to become reusable or can be recycled cost
effectively by 2030. The SUP directive passed in 2019 banned the use of ten commonmarine
litter products within the EU, setting recycling targets and mandating minimum content
of recycled plastic in plastic beverage bottles, as well as extending the plastic pollution
responsibilities to producers.

ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/first_circular_economy_action_plan.html
eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0028&from=EN
eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0028&from=EN
eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32019L0904&from=EN
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Though recognising the potential use of biodegradable plastics, the European Com-
mission also recognised the absence of market regulations, lack of consumer education,
and the lack of waste management strategies. Without properly addressing these short-
comings, the promotion of biodegradable plastics would result in worse plastic pollution,
and bring new problems for plastic recycling systems[102]. Therefore, the EU has proposed
to conduct more research to assess where the biodegradable applications could provide
genuine environmental benefits, planning to develop a policy framework by 2021 for the
management of biodegradable plastics[103], including sourcing, labelling, standards and
certification systems for biodegradability and waste collection. The European standard EN
13432 is widely used among European countries to determine the compostability of plastic
packaging.

The European Commission’s Joint Research Centre recognises the importance of data
collection and monitoring of the emerging bio-based industry[104], which is essential to
ensure development within safe ecological limits[105]. The bio-based chemicals sector is
highly complex, with hundreds of different routes from biomass feedstock to the final
bio-based products, making data collection and tracking difficult. Though many European
statistics have recorded biomass production in Europe, current data still represents a
significant gap to describe the following steps in the chemical industry[106].

Countries within Europe demonstrate different attitudes towards biodegradable plas-
tics. The UK government has released a call for evidence on standards for bio-based
and biodegradable plastics, seeking evidence from scientists, manufacturers and the
research community on the sustainability, wider impacts and end-of-life destinations of
these new materials. The UK parliament reported that compostable plastics have been
introduced without appropriate infrastructure or consumer understanding to manage
the compostable waste, therefore, it does not support a general increase in the use of
industrially compostable packaging at this stage[107]. Financial instruments such as taxes
and charges on plastic products and the deposit return scheme were implemented in
the UK to reduce plastic waste. One of the most successful cases in the UK is the 5p
charge (about 0.05 USD) on plastic carrier bags introduced in 2015, which has successfully
reduced 80% of plastic bag usage in England[108]. As a follow up, an increase in plastic bag
fee to 10p will apply from 2021[109]. The UK government also plans to impose a tax on
plastic packaging using less than 30% recycled content[110]. For beverage containers, the
UK plans to apply a full scale deposit return scheme to improve recycling rate and quality [111].

By comparison, Italy is more supportive to the use of biodegradable plastics, with a
focus on compostable plastic bags. Italy has developed a relative complete policy frame-
work in the past decade regarding compostable plastics. The production of compostable
plastics has increased by 60% in the past five years[112] with the global largest starch blend
manufacturer in the country. Italy implemented a ban on single use plastic bags in 2012[113],
illegalising the sale and use of non-biodegradable plastic bags in the supermarket, and
encouraging the use of compostable plastic bags, cloth and paper bags as alternatives.
In 2017, the ban extended to fresh food packaging in the supermarket[114]. An extended
producer responsibility scheme “Biorepak” focusing on compostable plastics has been
developed[115]. Among countries that allow compostable bags for bio-waste, Italy demon-
strated a particularly interesting case study with a noteworthy increase of organic waste
collection rate in large-scale cities.

Box 6.1 Case study - Italy
The zero waste movement has a strong influence of waste sorting work in Italy. One
of the key threads is to increase the quality of organic waste collection and improve its
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organic recycling rate[116]. Milan, as the first metropolis implementing a full scale curb-
side waste separation scheme, has successfully increased organic waste collection[117].
The use of compostable bags played a key role in the success of the collection scheme,
but the success is much more than just using compostable bags. The success of Milan’s
waste sorting scheme is standing upon the policy framework and the development of
waste sorting and compostable systems:

1. The local government gradually improves waste collection methodology:
Milan firstly switched black rubbish bags to transparent bags in 2012 to make the
contents clearly identifiable; then divided organic waste into garden waste and
kitchen waste for different collections (higher fermentability of food scraps) and
volume (garden waste is much more bulky); followed by modifying the size and
structure of garbage bins, and optimisation of the collection frequency to prevent
the fermentation process and reduce odor; also, it encouraged citizens to use
compostable bags for organic waste collection, to make the system user friendly
and maximise participation.

2. Standards exist for compostable plastic bags: Italy (and many countries in
Europe) allows the use of compostable bags that are certified according to EU
standard EN 13432. Additionally, the single use plastic bag ban implemented
in 2012 has largely stopped the production of non-biodegradable plastic bags,
reducing the risk of contamination at the waste disposal and treatment stages.

3. Waste disposal and treatment facilities are ample [118]: Italy has more than 300
composting facilities around the country, presenting 8 million tonnes of annual
compost capacity, which is enough to serve around 80% of the Italian population.
Two major techniques in Italy include composting and anaerobic digestion
(AD); all AD processes are followed by post compost processes to maximize the
decomposition rate. For both techniques, pre-separation and post-separation
of non-organic matters are applied to eliminate any potential contaminations.
These pre- and post- separations could minimize the contamination in the final
compost product, which is not a procedure carried out by all composters around
the world. Moreover, the promotion for the final composted products by national
and regional institutions (for example with subsidies to farmers using compost
as a tool to fight desertification and climate change) created a healthy market for
the composting industry to operate.

4. Public education and outreach: individuals are a very important component
in the waste sorting process. According to Zero Waste Europe, the education
and outreach needs to start two months prior to the new policy implementation,
including door-to-door, booklets and information boosting, which is an important
contribution to a successful result [118]. The education campaign could be carried
out by the local government, together with local NGOs, to maximize the impact.

In summary, the successful waste collecting case of Italy is not a simple switch from
non-biodegradable plastic bags to compostable bags, it is a result of government
determination, a step-by-step amelioration in waste collection practices, an insurance
from waste collection and treatment, and a campaign to raise public awareness.

⌅

6.2 The United States
Hundreds of cities in the US, and California, New York, and other six states have imposed a
ban on the use of single use plastics[119]. Several authorities have explicitly stated that single
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use biodegradable and/or compostable plastics are also included in the ban. For instance,
the city of Los Angeles[120] and the city of Portland[121] have banned the use of plastic or PLA
straws in restaurants unless specifically requested by a customer. The authorities in both
cities have emphasized that there are no existing facilities to ensure the biodegradation of
such materials, and compostable plastics, including PLA products are not recommended in
the region.

The highlights of biodegradable plastic management in the US is the legislation re-
garding labeling of biodegradable products. California in 2011[122], and Maryland in
2018[123], have criminalized the use of misleadings terms such as “biodegradable”.

Box 6.2 Case study - California
California has restricted environmental marketing claims on plastic products. Since the
California Law (SB 567)[124], the term “biodegradable”, “degradable”, or “decomposable”
cannot be used on plastic products due to their ambiguity. The terms can be misleading
for consumers, implying products will break down or decompose in a landfill or other
environment. For specific terms “compostable” and “ marine biodegradable”, products
are required to meet specific ASTM standards, and be certified by the recognized
third-party certification organizations. Plastic products labelled “home compostable”
need to obtain the Vincotte OK Compost HOME certification. A compostable plastic bag
needs to bear a clear label, and shall not display any recycling symbol, such as a chasing
arrow resin identification code.

The plastics manufacturer ENSO Plastics was sued in 2011, claiming its products
were “both biodegradable and recyclable”. Two companies using ENSO Plastics to
package their bottled water were also sued[125]. ENSO Plastics was charged a penalty of
USD$18,000 fine, and was required to remove all “biodegradable and recyclable” claims,
and notify their customers[126].

The supermarket chain Walmart was also charged USD$1 million for selling bottled
water with misleading labels, claiming the packaging was “biodegradable in the natural
environment” [127]. The lawsuit prompted Walmart to create company policies to forbid
on-shelf products with false biodegradability claims.

The supermarket chain Costco and the coffee company JBR, Inc., were sued for selling
plastic coffee pods, labeled with ’97% biodegradable’ and ’biodegradable’, which led to
a combined civil penalties and costs of USD$500,000 for two companies in 2018[128].

The same year, the e-commerce giant Amazon agreed to pay more than USD$1.5 mil-
lion for selling plastic products misleadingly labeled as “biodegradable” or using similar
terms[129].

⌅

6.3 China
China has banned ultra-thin plastic bags since 2007 and requires retailers to charge for
plastic carrier bags. A new plastic ban in 2020[4] restricts the production and use of multiple
single use plastics, including packaging from the emerging e-commerce sector. The new
plastic ban encourages the use of “reusable, recyclable, and degradable” alternatives, such
as “degradable” plastic bags, cutlery, and packaging. Following the national announcement,
28 provincial governments have also released local plastic bans, and several have stated
that they will promote degradable plastics. Chinese central government has shown a strong
determination to reduce plastic waste, but lacked a detailed action plan. Discussing policies
and practices to improve the plastic reduction pathway and the management of SUPs with
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other countries and applying these lessons in China is essential to strengthen Chinese
policy regarding plastic pollution.

In summary, to tackle plastic pollution will require a systematic change and combined
regulatory efforts, which cannot be replaced by simply switching to degradable alternatives.
The use of degradable plastics in China still requires substantial regulatory improvements
around naming and labeling, standards, market governance, waste disposal and treatment,
feedstock sourcing, supply chain monitoring and chemical safety.

Firstly, a clear definition of “degradable plastics” is needed by consumers and indus-
try. Currently “degradable plastics” is defined in a 2006 standard (GB/T 20197-2006), which
include oxo-degradation, thermal-degradation, photo-degradation, biodegradation, and
compostable plastics as “degradable plastics”. Although a new industry guideline[130] was
published In 2020 to clarify “degradable plastics” into six categories, the guideline is not a
national standard. It is unclear what “degradable plastic” is permitted in the 2020 plastic ban.

Secondly, clear and consistent instructions for labelling, supporting standards and
third-party certification systems are essential. Recently, the Standardization Administration
of China has released several standards for compostable plastic carrier bags (GB/T 38082-
2019), soil-biodegradable mulching film (GB/T 35795-2017), and compostable delivery
packaging (GB/T 38727-2020), which is an important step in development. To ensure that
products on the market meet the standardised requirements, regulations will be required
for labeling and authorized certification schemes. Currently all types of degradable plastics,
ranging from oxo-degradable, photo-degradable, to compostable plastics, remain in the
market, with many false claims that a product is fully biodegradable in the natural environ-
ment.

Thirdly, “biodegradable” is actually “biodegradable under certain conditions”, which
requires the development of specific waste disposal and management strategy. The biggest
loophole for the current Chinese plastic plan is the lack of discussion around waste disposal
and treatment capacities. Themajority of current “real” biodegradable plastics are industrial
compostable plastics, but China does not have enough composting facilities to support the
end-of-life treatment, nor the collection system for compostable waste. The lack of facili-
ties have not been addressed in the latest policy planning, and incineration remains to be
themajor waste treatmentmethod in development according to the 13th Five-Year Plan[131].

Fourthly, sustainable feedstock sourcing is essential. Biodegradable plastics use agri-
cultural products such as corn, potato and sugarcane, but manufacturers in China have
not shared enough information publicly about their supply chain. To ensure the healthy
development of the biodegradable plastic industry, it is essential to enforce regulations on
feedstock management as well as requirements for a sustainable and responsible supply
chain.

Finally, a safe and clean manufacturing process will ensure product safety. The pro-
duction of biodegradable plastics involves countless chemicals, including hazardous
chemicals. Without comprehensive and effective chemical management, it will be difficult
to prevent the potential environmental and health risks of biodegradable plastics. Address-
ing the use of chemicals by the Chinese government, and governments around the world,
is essential to ensure the safety of biodegradable plastics.
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Box 6.3 Case study - The first biodegradable promotion in China
Background:
The province of Jilin introduced the first provincial plastic ban in China in 2014[132],
banned the sale of non-degradable single-use plastic bags and cutlery, and promoted
degradable alternatives. The county of Nanle, Henan province, introduced a local ban
in 2018[133], forbid the use of non-degradable single-use plastics that rely on fossil-fuel
feedstock, and promoted degradable single-use plastics among public procurement,
retailers, and agriculture.

Both local governments have provided tax compensation to boost the development
of regional production. Changchun Economic zone formed the first PLA production
industrial cluster in China in 2015[134], gathered 12 PLA manufacture and product
molding companies, which was planned to supply PLA products for the region. Nanle
bio-based material industrial cluster was formed in 2016, with 15 companies in the
complex covering the entire supply chain, from the raw material production to platform
chemical synthetic to the end product[135].

The effectiveness of plastic bans:
In 2019, a Chinese NGO, Zero Waste Alliance, conducted field research in both regions,
and their results could partially reflect the impact of the bans.

Changchun, Jilin [136]: Though Jilin has published the local standards for PLA and
biodegradable packaging in 2018 and made efforts to regulate products on the market,
the investigation found a substantial portion of non-biodegradable bags or fake
biodegradable bags in the market. Consumers and shops could not easily distinguish
biodegradable bags. Most interviewed citizens throw biodegradable bags into their
residual rubbish bin. Furthermore, the main waste treatment in Jilin province is landfill
(60% of processed waste), and there are no plans to expand compost capacity[82]. On
the production side, out of 9 companies that were attracted to the region, 3 were
bankrupt, 3 eased production, and only 3 are still operating, relying on exporting
products overseas.

Nanle, Henan [137]: Two-thirds of the interviewed shops provide conventional plas-
tic bags. Biodegradable bags were provided in Nanle by the sole supplier and because
the bags were a special green color they were easy to recognise. Shops and consumers
have reported that biodegradable bags have a high price and are poor quality. Nanle did
not specifically plan waste disposal after use or increase its composting capacity. There
were 13 companies involved in production in 2019, but 95% of products are for export
overseas. Also, it was reported that PLA pallets (the plastic polymer for making end prod-
ucts) were imported fromoverseas because localmanufacturing had technical obstacles.

In Changchun and Nanle, described above, the governments replaced
non-biodegradable single-use plastics with biodegradable alternatives, but did not
manage to prevent single-use plastics. A simple material switch will not solve waste
management problems brought by the overconsumption of materials. Biodegradable
waste will lead to environmental pollution if it is not properly disposed of and treated.
Biodegradable plastics products have not been widely used because of their high
price and poor performance, and the difficulty in distinguishing between real and fake
products. The lessons learned from Changchun and Nanle are valuable for the wider
use of biodegradable plastic products throughout China.

⌅



7. Is “eco-friendly” packaging really
biodegradable?

Big corporations are the key users of plastic packaging, who are able to control and change
the way of packaging through purchasing and supplier collaboration, to completely transfer
the design of packaging that helps achieve plastic reduction. With growing attention
towards plastic pollution and more national regulations on SUPs, many corporates have
adopted plastic reduction plans into their environmental and social responsibility, looking
for more sustainable plastic packaging. Corporate plastic plans mainly comprise four parts,
to reduce virgin plastic usage, to increase recycling rate and recycled content usage, to use
alternative materials and to develop the reuse and refill systems. For "alternative materials”,
bioplastic (including bio-based non-biodegradable plastics and biodegradable plastics) and
paper are the most common materials. Almost all companies would use terms like “green”,
“plastic made from plants”, and “sustainable” to describe their new packaging products
though each choice of bioplastics is very different. In this chapter, we compared the “green”
packaging from major global brands in different sectors, and how the plastic reduction
approach varies among brands.

7.1 Fast-Moving Consumer Goods Companies (FMCG)
Many FMCG companies have committed to reduce the amount of plastic that they use.
Coca-Cola put more efforts on recycling, by expanding packaging collections systems and
increasing the use of recycled content. Pepsi uses a combination of biodegradable mate-
rials and recycled content in its packaging. Danone, on the other hand, put its focus on
optimizing extended producer responsibility (EPR) and deposit return schemes (DRS). The
use of bioplastic among fast-moving consumer goods companies is largely contributed by
non-biodegradable plastic bottles. Some companies have invested in biodegradable flexible
packaging, such as snack bags, tea bags, and sachets

7.2 Retailers
Retailers play a major part in providing a plastic-free shopping experience for consumers.
As the largest providers of plastic carrier bags, one option would be for retailers to stop
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Table 7.1: Fast-moving consumer goods companies and bioplastics

Company Type of bioplastic used Biodegradable?
The
CocaCola
Company

PlantBottle™ was released in 2011, made
from a blend of petroleum-based materials
and up to 30 percent plant-based
materials[138].

Partially bio-based and
non-biodegradable.

Pepsi Co Partnered with biotechnology firm Danimer
Scientific to develop biodegradable film
resins to be used for next-generation snacks
packaging[139] (Danimer’s Nodax™ PHA
bioplastic).

PHA is biodegradable,
but there is no
information about
condition and time
required for the actual
biodegradation for this
particular product.

Danone Will introduce the first 75% bio-based bottle
at commercial scale by 2021, aim to offer
consumers bottles made from 100 %
bioplastic[140].

Partially bio-based and
non-biodegradable.

Nestlé Partnered with biotechnology firm Danimer
Scientific to develop biodegradable plastic
bottles[141] (Danimer’s Nodax™ PHA
bioplastic).

PHA is biodegradable,
but there is no
information about
condition and time
required for the actual
biodegradation.

Mars,
Incorpo-
rated

Launched the compostable wrapper for
vegan GALAXY® bars in the UK[142].

Compostable wrappers
could potentially
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.

Unilever Use plant-based, compostable material in
one third of its branded tea bags.

Compostable tea bags
could potentially
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.

Apply seaweed sachets in sauce packaging,
and pilot at a small scale in the UK for food
delivery[143].

The company claims
seaweed-based material
can naturally biodegrade
in approximately six
weeks[144].

Procter &
Gamble

Using plastic resins and packaging material
from the resin producer Braskem SA, who
mainly produce bio-based PE, which is made
with ethanol derived from Brazilian
sugarcane[145].

Bio-based and
non-biodegradable.
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offering plastic bags to consumers and instead provide reusable options or encourage
customers to take their own bags. Beyond plastic bags, retailers could act as gatekeepers
for products sold in store, by providing packaging guidelines and encouraging brands to
choose sustainable ways of packaging. The UK retailers, such as Iceland[146], Morrisons[147],
and Tesco[148] have informed suppliers that packaging will be a key part of their decision-
making process to determine which products are sold in stores. Their suppliers need to use
recyclable packaging, remove unnecessary packaging, adopt easy-to-recycle materials, and
increase recycled content when possible. A retail store is also a crucial space for in-store
customer education, offering unpackaged products, and testing reuse and refill models.
Globally, zero-waste stores have become a trend, where consumers are encouraged to
bring own reusable containers to purchase loose and non-packaged goods[149]. Several
retail brands have started pilot programmes to adopt reusable containers in the supply
chain, such as Carrefour in France[150], and Tesco in the UK[151], both collaborating with
American company Loop to trial reusable containers. Retailers are also an important part
of extended producer responsibility schemes, and should be encouraged to set up deposit
return schemes or related instruments to assist local recycling programmes.

Major global retailers have adopted policies that promote environmental and social respon-
sibility, which include seeking sustainable materials for product packaging. Though many
retailers have committed that “all packaging will be recyclable, compostable or reusable by
2025”, each demonstrates different focus in their implementation and practices in place.
Tesco in the UK has stated that current waste management cannot deal with biodegradable
and/or compostable plastics (including PLA), therefore, do not recommend use of those
materials for the suppliers, while Costco clearly promotes biodegradable/compostable
materials around the world. American company Kroger.Co has partnered with TerryCycle to
explore the recycling possibility for flexible packaging[152] instead of switching to biodegrad-
able and/or compostable materials.

In comparison, the effort at implementing delivery models using reusables is less no-
ticeable. Though many retailers are looking into ways to reduce the amount of plastic
packaging they use and some are to trial reusable or zero packaging options, we hope the
reusable and packaging-free options will go further and faster, so that customers have
more choices to purchase products that are not wrapped in single-use packaging.
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Table 7.2: Retailers and bioplastics

Company Type of bioplastic used Biodegradable?
Tesco 2020 Tesco published preferred packaging

materials list for own brand packaging in UK,
and categorised all compostable/PLA &
biodegradable materials as “red” - not to be
used as customers as cannot easily
recycle[148].

Carrefour Carrefour Romania uses biodegradable bags
produced by Florin Pogonaru[153].

Could potentially
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.

Carrefour in Malaysia & Singapore use
biodegradable plastic bags sourced from
tapioca[154].

Costco Costco continues to expand the use of
compostable packaging[155]:

• Replaced straws in all US locations with
compostable plastic or paper straws.

• In Japan, provided compostable
packaging for all food court packaging.

• In Korea, provided compostable
packaging for all food court cups and
straws.

• Used compostable fresh meat
packaging in Mexico and in some US
locations.

• Used compostable bags in the Canada
fresh meat department.

Could potentially
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.

7-11 Packaging for all Onigiri sold in Japan will
switch to a blend of petroleum-based
materials and plant-based materials[156].
Plastic bags are made from 30% plant based
plastic[157].

Partially bio-based and
non-biodegradable.

FamilyMart FamilyMart in Japan has adopted bioplastic
(PLA) containers for salad offerings[158].

PLA could potentially
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.



7.3 E-commerce 37

7.3 E-commerce
The increase in popularity of Internet retail has brought new packaging waste problems.
Single-use packaging in the e-commerce sector includes plastic parcels, cardboard boxes,
food containers and single-use cutlery. China stands out as one of the largest e-commerce
markets with one billion users, 1.6 millions tonnes of plastic waste generated from food
delivery in 2017[159], and 8.37 millions tonnes of paper waste and 850,000 tonnes of plastic
packaging waste in 2018 from parcel delivery[160]. The use of online shopping has grown
rapidly across the globe during the COVID-19 pandemic, bringing packaging issues to wider
attention.

China announced several policies to solve packaging waste problems from the e-commerce
sector. The use of electronic waybills instead of paper ones, and reusable courier containers
have become common practices in logistics companies in China. Globally, online shopping
and delivery companies have also started to reduce packaging waste, optimising box selec-
tions to better fit product sizes and weight, reducing tape usage, and initiating recycling
plans at different scales. Companies sometimes also work with suppliers and shops, make
packaging guidelines to reduce waste with brand producers. Despite efforts, a substantial
amount of hard-to-recycle plastic packaging is used for delivery.

Single-use plastics from the food delivery industry often contain single-use food con-
tainers, plastic bags, and cutlery. Many online food order platforms have canceled the “free
cutlery” option from the mobile app, and charge customers for single use cutlery. However,
as many restaurants collaborating with the online platforms still give out cutlery for free,
there is not enough information to evaluate the effectiveness of such change. Globally, the
common plastic packaging change is to switch to paper or biodegradable materials.

Overall, though many companies from different sectors have announced a transition to
more “eco-friendly” and “green” packaging, a large portion of “green” plastic packaging is
either non-biodegradable or requires industrial composting that does not exist in many
parts of the world. Only a few companies considered the local waste capacity for their
choice of packaging material.

A simple switch to bio-based non-biodegradable plastics or single-use compostable
plastic will not stop plastic pollution. To address plastic pollution, plastic usage must be
reduced by 50% by 2040[168]. Corporations around the globe must reduce plastic packaging
in a more ambitious way, not only by reducing excessive and unnecessary packaging, but
also by developing effective reuse and refill systems.

Globally, more than 250 corporate companies in the plastic supply chain have made
a commitment to reduce plastic usage[168]. However, it is rare to see Chinese brands
committing to reduce their use of plastic. National policy is an important instrument to
urge the commercial sector to make positive environmental changes. Policies could include
a plastic ban, tax incentives, requirements on public procurement, and to build up an EPR
scheme to ask plastic producers and users to pay for the end-of-life waste management.
Many such schemes and incentives have proved to be effective in reducing the use of plastic.
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Table 7.3: E-commerce companies and bioplastics

Industry Company Type of bioplastic used Biodegradable?
Online
shopping
and parcel
delivery

Alibaba The company will replace 50% of delivery
packaging and 100% of fillings with
biodegradable materials by 2020[161].

Could potentially be
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.

Online
shopping
and parcel
delivery

JD.com
Inc.

In 2016, used “full-biodegradable” (the
term for compostable in China) bags for
fresh food delivery.

Could potentially
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.

The company will replace 50% of plastic
packaging with biodegradable
materials[162] in the JD logistic.

Online
shopping
and parcel
delivery

Amazon.com
Inc

Amazon sets environmental marking
guidelines for products sold on
Amazon.com. Environmental marketing
claims on the product packaging and
product detail page must meet all US
federal laws and state/local laws. A
general biodegradable claim should not
be made, and compostable can only be
used on products meeting the
applicable ASTM standards or Vincotte
certification standards[163].

Online food
service

Uber Eats In partnership with Enviropack,
providing biodegradable and/or
compostable packaging to restaurants.

Could potentially
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.

Online food
service

Delivery
hero/Food
panda

Invested in biodegradable plastic
manufacturer Bio-Lotions[164], which will
provide biodegradable plastic packaging
and cutlery.

The company claims that
products use natural raw
materials and are
biodegradable, but there
is no information about
condition and time
required for the actual
biodegradation for this
particular product[165].

Online food
service

Just Eat Collaborates with a British packaging
company and uses a seaweed-based
material called Notpla, that makes paper
containers with Notpla liners and Notpla
sauce sachets[166].

The company claims
seaweed-based Notpla
can naturally biodegrade
in home composters in
approximately six
weeks[144].

Online food
service

Meituan Piloting the use of “full-biodegradable”
(the term for compostable in China)
bags in China[167].

Could potentially
biodegradable with
commercial composting
facilities in place.



8. Recommendations

The call for a reduction in the use of plastic grows louder each day. Unfortunately, there
is no single solution and switching to biodegradable materials or any other single-use
material will not be the silver bullet. Widespread plastic pollution is a result of systematic
problems that include over-consuming behavior, reliance on the single-use connivence, and
a non-sustainable linear economic model that ignores end-of-life waste disposal. Plastic
waste has become a serious pollution problem because of overuse and lack of adequate
waste management. Without reduction from the source, and without careful consideration
of waste disposal, it will be challenging to solve the problem.

The promotion and use of degradable and biodegradable plastics still face several
challenges, including:

1. The gap between standards that test biodegradability and in-situ biodegradation.
2. The labels on biodegradable products lack legally binding requirements and can be

confusing, which can mislead consumers.
3. Biodegradable plastics largely rely on agricultural resources and the lack of regula-

tions on resource sustainability is likely to be a bottleneck for the development of the
industry.

4. Biodegradable waste needs dedicated waste treatment facilities.
5. Biodegradable plastics face the challenge to be toxic free.
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Greenpeace is calling the Chinese government to take action on the following:

Single-use plastics and products:
• Prioritize the plan for plastic usage reduction and the development of reusable
and refillable models, expand extended producer responsibility schemes to plastic
packaging.

Biodegradable plastics:
• Clearly define “degradable” and “biodegradable” plastics, regulate product labeling
and forbid the use of ambiguous terms that can be confusing and misleading for con-
sumers.

• Develop standards and a comprehensive certification scheme, which should include
laboratory testing that reflects the biodegradability claims in real-world situations.

• Evaluate local waste disposal and treatment capacity before the promotion of
biodegradable plastics, and ensure transparency of information.

Greenpeace is calling corporates to:

• Calculate and publicize plastic usage and footprint and make a clear plan to reduce
the use of plastic instead of switching to alternative materials.

• Actively release information about the source and sustainability of plastic and bioplas-
tic feedstock.

• Ensure clear labels are on products and avoid the use of misleading information.
• Guide consumers to properly dispose of packaging.
• Ensure the end-of-life options are locally available for plastic packaging.
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Table 8.1: Major biodegradable polymers

Material Major applications [24,169,170] Feedstock Biodegradation conditions and
time needed in different
experiment [66]

PLA (polylactic acid) The applications of PLA include clear
and opaque rigid plastics for
packaging, disposable goods,
durable goods, and bottles, as well
as films and fibers for a variety of
purposes.

Starch mainly from corn
and cassava.

Industrial composting condition
(58oC): 84% biodegradation after
58 days.

Sugar mainly from
sugarcane.

Industrial composting condition
(58oC, 60% moisture): 60%
biodegraded after 30 days.

PHAs (include PHA -
polyhydroxyalkanoate,
PHB - polyhydroxybutyrate,
PHBV -
poly(3-hydroxybutyrate-co-
3-hydroxyvalerate))

With high price, PHA is mainly used
in the medical sector, with a small
portion used in packaging.

Microbial fermentation
mainly using sugar or
oil

PHB in industrial composting
condition (58oC): 79.9%
biodegradation after 110 days.

PHA in soil condition (35oC): 35%
biodegradation after 60 days.

PHB in real soil (temperature and
humidity changes): 98%
biodegradation after 300 days.

Polybutylene-based
polymers (include PBS -
polybutylene succinate,
PBAT - polybutyrate
adipate terephthalate, and
PBSA - poly(butylene
succinate-co-butylene
adipate))

Agricultural mulching film,
packaging, disposable cutleries,
plastic carrier bags.

Petrochemical-based,
with some production
uses bio-based
feedstock (mainly
sugarcane) [171].

PBS in anaerobic composting
condition (58 - 65oC, 50-55%
moisture): 90% biodegradation
after 160 days.
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PBS/starch blends in soil
condition (25oC, 60% moisture):
7% biodegradation after 28 days.

Starch blends Food packaging, single-use cutlery,
plastic carrier bags, agricultural
mulching film.

Starch mainly from corn,
cassava and potatoes.

Anaerobic composting condition
(58oC): 85% biodegradation after
90 days.

Anaerobic composting condition
(23oC, 55% moisture): 26.9%
biodegradation after 72 days.

Soil condition (20oC, 60%
moisture): 14.2% biodegradation
after 110 days.

PVA or PVOH (polyvinyl
alcohol)

Mainly used to make biodegradable
fibre and solvents[172].

Petrochemical-based, or
calcium carbide, and
some production uses
bio-based
feedstock[173].

PVA/starch blends in composting
condition: 85% biodegradation
after 56 days (8 weeks) [174].

PPC (propylene carbonate) Still in the lab phase. Carbon dioxide.
PCL (polycaprolactone) Mainly used in the medical sector. Petrochemical-based.
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