
 

Is biodegradable better? Making sense of
'compostable' plastics
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Synthetic petrochemical plastics can persist in the environment for hundreds of
years.

Bacardi rum bottles, Skittles sweet wrappers, designer water bottles—a
bevy of companies are developing biodegradable plastic packaging they
say is better for the environment than traditional plastics.
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While experts agree we should use less plastic in any form, some say as
long as plastics are here to stay, we should be using degradable
materials—and also pushing governments to help us dispose of them.

But amid confusion about what is or isn't biodegradable, and in the
absence of proper disposal facilities, some fear these "magical" solutions
could lead to further environmental havoc and even encourage more
wasteful consumption.

"People tend to believe they're contributing to the protection of the
planet while buying these products, but it's not at all the case," Gaelle
Haut, EU affairs coordinator at Surfrider Foundation Europe, told AFP.

Synthetic petrochemical plastics can linger in the environment for
hundreds of years.

Biodegradable plastics generally break down quicker but they do need to
be disposed of correctly, whether it's in an industrial compost facility or
a home compost, Haut said.

But most people don't have access to such facilities, meaning
biodegradable plastics generally end up in recycling centres or
landfills—or worse, the environment.

'A lot of confusion'

From the United States to Europe to China, supermarket shelves are
increasingly stocked with items packaged with "bioplastic" or
"biodegradable", "compostable" or "sustainable" plastics.

Some companies even claim to have developed edible plastics.

Many governments don't regulate such claims, and most consumers don't
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know what they mean.

Bacardi says its biodegradable bottle for spirits will hit the shelves this
year. Confectionery giant Mars-Wrigley has announced the roll-out of
biodegradable Skittles packaging in the United States.

And late last year, California start-up Cove launched what it said was the
world's first biodegradable plastic water bottle.

None of the firms responded to requests for interviews.

  
 

  

Some fear confusion over biodegradable plastics could lead to littering.
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Several companies have emerged in recent years to help certify
biodegradability claims and help consumers make sense of the
terminology.

"There is a lot of confusion on the market," said Philippe Dewolfs,
business manager at TUEV Austria, one of the world's leading certifying
agencies for biodegradable plastics, which is paid by companies to assess
materials.

Counterintuitively, bio-based plastics are not necessarily compostable or
biodegradable, he said.

These plastics contain at least some biomass feedstock like corn, potato
starch, wood pulp or sugarcane—but may also contain fossil fuel-derived
materials.

Conversely, biodegradable plastics may contain no biomass, but are
designed to break down into CO2, water and biomass—usually in an
industrial or home compost facility.

Compostable items can either break down in industrial or home
compost. In some cases they may biodegrade in landfill, but it depends
on moisture, microorganisms, and the composition of the product.

In November, the European Commission proposed new rules on
packaging to tackle waste and also clarify terms used to describe plastics
presented as environmentally friendly.

"Biodegradable plastics must be approached with caution," it said.

"They have their place in a sustainable future, but they need to be
directed to specific applications where their environmental benefits and
value for the circular economy are proven."
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'Eternal pollutants'

Some fear that confusion could lead to littering, adding to the world's
plastic pollution problem.

"You will think 'okay, so if I forgot my biodegradable plastic bag in the
forest after a picnic, it's not a problem because it will be biodegraded
sitting in nature'," said Moira Tourneur, advocacy manager at Zero
Waste France.

She said some consumers might not think twice about overconsuming
biodegradable plastic products, believing they're less polluting.

"This is encouraging single plastic production," she told AFP.
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Microplastics have been found in soil, oceans, rivers, tap water and even in
human blood, breast milk and placentas.

Experts say consuming less plastic should be prioritised, opting for other
materials such as glass or metal or reusing plastic as much as possible.

Activists like Tourner say companies and governments should focus on
standardising glass packaging for things like yoghurt and milk, so they
can be returned to shops to be sterilised and reused.

That could also help to reduce the mountains of plastic that end up in the
environment every year, which break down into microparticles and enter
our food chain ultimately to be ingested by humans and other animals.

Microplastics have been found in soil, oceans, rivers, tap water and even
in the blood, breast milk and placentas of humans.

"They are eternal pollutants," said Nathalie Gontard, research director at
France's national agriculture research institute (INRAE).

"Once these particles are dispersed... it's impossible to take them back
and separate them," she added. "It's too late."

'It's a jungle'

But in a world where plastics are so pervasive, aren't biodegradables
better than "eternal pollutants"?

"We can make an active decision as a society to choose a material that
won't persist," said Phil Van Trump, chief science and technology
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officer at Danimer Scientific, a US-based firm mainly producing PHA
biodegradable plastic, largely for food packaging and consumer goods.

But plastics remain an important part of our industrialised economies, he
said "We need them."

Plastics are crucial, for example, in the healthcare and transport sectors.
But once plastic products reach the end of their life, we should be able to
biodegrade those not easily recycled or where waste infrastructure is
absent or lacking—from coffee pots to ketchup packets to baby nappies,
Van Trump said.

Experts on all sides of the biodegradable battleground agree that beyond
reducing use, governments need to set up better disposal infrastructure to
ensure biodegradable plastics don't end up in oceans and on forest floors.

Setting up industrial compost facilities and collection is a crucial first
step.

Governments also need to educate the public and punish companies that
make misleading claims, said Haut of Surfrider Europe.

"Otherwise it's a jungle if we leave it to the companies to decide what
they do."
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