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PACIA Establishes A New Degradable
Plastics Sub-Team

The Plastics and Chemicals Industry Association
(PACIA) has established a new body to assist in
guiding decision making on degradable plastics in
Australia. The Degradable Plastics Sub-Team of the
PACIA Plastics Council comprises member
companies involved in the manufacture and supply of
raw materials and products.

The group will continue to support the partnership
between the Australian Government’s Department of
the Environment and Heritage and PACIA. Reliable
information relevant to good practice using
degradable plastics is beneficial to:

e all parts of the supply chain;

e companies involved with recovery and re-

processing of plastics;
e governments; and
e communities.

The Degradable Plastics Sub-Team builds on the
successful outcomes of previous stakeholder and
government meetings and the consideration of
degradable plastics at the last three PACIA National
Conferences.

For more information, please contact:
Peter Bury, Director, Industry Development — Plastics
phone 03 9426 3810 or email pbury@pacia.org.au

Did you find this newsletter useful?

Thank you for reading this edition of Degradable Plastics: Breaking News Down Under. Please feel free to pass on the
newsletter to others who may find it interesting. This quarterly electronic newsletter aims to increase community
understanding of degradable plastics issues relevant to Australia. We aim to keep you updated on events, research,
product applications, standards and certification; and provide links to useful information sources.

You can subscribe online at http://www.deh.gov.au/industry/waste/degradables/newsletter.html and provide feedback or

suggest story ideas via email to plastics@deh.gov.au.
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Compostable vs Renewable — Comparison of Environmental Benefits

In our last newsletter we featured the results of a
degradable plastic marketing study held in Kassel,
Germany. Degradable plastic products were made
available for residents to purchase, and at the end of
the study the views of residents on the degradable
products they had purchased, and what motivated
those purchases were surveyed.

Kassel consumers were interested in purchasing
products that were environmentally friendly, but had
varying ways of determining how “friendly” a product
was. 56% of those surveyed considered that
compostability and manufacture from renewable
resources were equally convincing indicators of the
environmental friendliness of a degradable plastic
product. 23% of consumers found compostability the
more convincing criterion, while 18% considered
renewable resources were a more convincing reason to
buy degradable plastics.

Are compostable plastics more environmentally
friendly than plastics made from renewable
resources? Or were the consumers who could not
pick between the two features more correct?

Many plastics are still not practically recyclable. This
is most often because the costs of collection, cleaning
and processing make recycling unviable. In the case
of degradable plastics, however, it is because they can
reduce the quality of the resulting product. For
compostable plastics, composting offers a disposal
route that is superior to landfill, as it results in a
valuable soil improvement product rather than using
expensive landfill space.

Of course, to secure any benefit, compostable plastic
needs to be composted! Contrary to popular opinion,
landfilling compostable plastic may not be all that
beneficial. Unless the product degrades rapidly
before the landfill contents are compacted, there may
be no actual “saving” of landfill space. This is
because landfills generally do not provide the
conditions most conducive to degradation of
compostable plastics. Other types of degradable
plastic may be better suited to degradation in landfills.

At present the systems needed to compost plastics,
such as commercial composters with experience with
degradable plastics products, and supported by the
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availability of plastics that meet standards, are not yet
widely in place.

To further complicate the issue, compostable plastics
may be made from renewable or non-renewable
resources, so a distinction between compostability
and renewability can be artificial.

Non-degradable plastics, and some degradable
plastics are made from petroleum by-product.
Petroleum is a diminishing resource, and some poeple
argue that its use — whether as fuel or feedstock- is
unsustainable in the longer term.

Sustainability is not just about whether a resource is
renewable or not. Indeed, a petroleum based plastic
product, may be more sustainable than a renewably
derived alternative product. For example, replacing
single-use paper bags with re-usable and recyclable
polypropylene shopping bags has greater merit over
the long life of the reusable bag.

Some degradable plastics are made at least in part
from starches e.g. thermoplastic starch based
polymers and starch-polyester blends. These starches
are derived from the products of agriculture, bacteria
or by-products of the food processing industry. These
raw materials for the production of renewable plastics
can be readily grown and replaced, making them
intuitively more attractive.

But those plastics produced from starches generally
still use fossil fuel inputs, whether as fuels in
agricultural machinery or as energy for starch
extraction and plastic manufacturing processes. Crop
starch extraction can be energy intensive. In an
extreme case (the manufacture of plastic products
from plastic granules produced in the leaves and
stems of modified corn crops), this processing can use
more energy than would have been used in the
manufacture of traditional plastics. This energy
intensiveness might be sustainable if fueled by the
residual biomass. Australian agriculture is also a
major user of water - another scarce resource. There
is a risk that increased popularity of starch based
degradable plastics in the developed world could put
food security in the developing world at greater risk,
by encouraging cash crop production. ..../ page 3
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