Demystifying ‘Compostable’ and
‘Biodegradable’ Plastics

Bioplastics and other compostable plastics are rarely the great solution they
might seem to be.

e The word ‘bioplastics’ does not have a standardized definition and is
often used to refer to plastic that is either bio-based, biodegradable or
compostable and can even include up to 80% fossil fuel-based plastic.

e ‘Bio-based plastic’ refers to plastics made not from fossil fuel building
blocks but from plant material, such as corn, sugar beets or potato starch.
Bio-based plastics only represent about 1% of the plastics available on the
market. They are made using the same processes as traditional plastics.
That means they may contain chemical additives — and even less is
known about the potential toxicity of those chemicals than the ones in
conventional plastics.

e Biodegradable plastic’ refers to a product that can break apart naturally
in the environment, but without a specific timeline. Depending on the
product, it can take months or centuries. Some “biodegradable plastic” is
also made from fossil fuels.

e ‘Compostable plastic’ can be broken apart by microbes under controlled
conditions (for oxygen, temperature, and moisture) at a commercial
composting facility. Certified, compostable bioplastics are engineered to
fully decompose within 12 weeks at a commercial composting facility. Most
U.S. communities do not have access to these facilities, and the maijority of
U.S. commercial and municipal composters do not accept compostable
packaging.

PROBLEMS

Toxicity: Bioplastics are made using the same processes as traditional plastics. That means they
may contain the same chemical additives that are used in traditional plastics. They may also
contain different chemical additives — and even |less is known about the potential toxicity of
those chemicals than the ones used in conventional plastics.

One common mistake people make is assuming that all chemicals are proven safe before being
used in plastics (or other products) when, at least here in the United States, this is,
unfortunately, not the case.


https://www.beyondplastics.org/publications/demystifying-bioplastics
https://docs.european-bioplastics.org/publications/EUBP_Facts_and_figures.pdf
https://docs.european-bioplastics.org/publications/EUBP_Facts_and_figures.pdf
https://docs.european-bioplastics.org/publications/EUBP_Facts_and_figures.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412020320213

Lack of Regulation: No federal standards define or regulate bioplastic, biodegradable, or
compostable products. Most states do not require ‘compostable’ products to be certified, which
leads to consumer confusion. Manufacturers can label products as biodegradable or
compostable without meeting any standards. This is why any bioplastic product must be
carefully vetted.

Heavy Environmental and Carbon Footprint: Although compostable and bioplastic packaging
and service ware are touted as being environmentally friendly, they may have even greater
environmental impacts than their conventional plastic counterparts. When you consider their
lifetime impact, compostable products and bioplastics often produce significantly more
greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs) than single-use plastic due in part to the emissions created
during the agricultural phase. And when compostable products end up in a landfill or
incinerator, their climate footprint increases: compostable packaging that ends up in landfills
releases methane, a greenhouse gas roughly 30 times more potent than carbon dioxide.

Resource-Intensive: In addition to the greenhouse gases produced, growing the crops to make
these materials also requires significant amounts of fossil fuels, farmland, and water — all
precious resources that can and should be used to grow actual food.

Compostable Plastics Increase Contamination: Composting facilities increasingly do not want
bioplastics, and many don’t accept compostable foodware because of the contamination they
cause — both in terms of chemicals like PFAS but also because of confusion around what is
compostable. Accepting food packaging and serviceware leads to a lot of unwanted,
non-biodegradable items getting tossed in with them, which means the end product contains a
lot of conventional plastic. For example, composters serving the state of Oregon ask residents
not to put any plastic compostable foodware in their green bins. Many commercial composting
facilities in California also do not accept bioplastics, and some don’t accept any foodware at all.

Download our easy guide to bioplastics below. Please note that this guide is
designed as a trifold, and you should fold it along the dotted lines. Print it to keep
it handy or to leave a copy with any businesses, restaurants, or schools you may
visit in your town, neighborhood, or city.

e In English, in color (PDF)
e In English, in black and white (PDF)

Download the report (PDF)

e In English
e View the video made in partnership with The Story of Stuff Project


https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eda91260bbb7e7a4bf528d8/t/668dad2371dd296eabb148c2/1720560936673/070324_Beyond+Plastics+2024+Compostables+Report.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/gmi/importance-methane
https://oregonrecyclers.org/sites/oregonrecyclers.org/files/message_from_oregon_composters_on_no_serviceware.pdf
https://www.beyondplastics.org/s/BeyondPlastics-Compostables-Trifold-English-color.pdf
https://www.beyondplastics.org/s/BeyondPlastics-Compostables-Trifold-English_bw.pdf
https://www.beyondplastics.org/s/070324_Beyond-Plastics-2024-Compostables-Report.pdf
https://youtu.be/E3Cl5BMwXvU
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