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Considerations for Compostable Plastic Packaging
Published by WRAP in 2020
Retailers & brands
• Help businesses to improve choices and scenarios for compostable
materials
• Not to ‘tell’ them what to do
• Very confusing messages from packaging manufacturers
• Driven by desire of brands and retailers to
• ‘do the right thing’
• Reduce overall use of plastic
• Address consumer concerns

Agenda
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The document provides a series of on-line interactive decision trees to help businesses consider
where they can use compostable plastic packaging appropriately, based on current infrastructure.
Packaging and Product Manufacturers and Specifiers - For the potential users of compostable plastic
packaging or those who may be considering changing their current packaging material.
Fresh Produce in Supermarkets - supermarket packaging, especially fresh produce and baked goods with
a short shelf life. For own brand dry goods see the advice for product packaging.

Agenda

Food Vendors - This section looks at food vendors – those that sell food that is meant for immediate
consumption inside and outside of their premises or during events.
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What’s the problem?
• Most compostable plastics could be ‘technically’ recycled but only PLA in
practice and not in the UK
• Many rigid compostable plastics look similar to conventional plastics
• There is concern over consumer confusion
• Plastics recyclers are concerned about contamination
• Studies suggest low levels (>0.5%) of contamination may be problematic
• Perceived risk is a problem in its own right
• Plastics recyclers are used to dealing with other ‘non-target’ materials
• Contamination will be sent to residual treatment

Agenda
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Important to define what
we are talking about
Very confusing for the consumer!
• Bio-based vs Biodegradable
• Not all biodegradable plastic is compostable,
but all compostable plastic is biodegradable
• Not all bio-based plastics are compostable or
biodegradable
• Compostable plastics are still plastics

•
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Current Household Applications
• Compostable bio-waste bags
• Fruit and vegetable bags
• Other thin film applications for fruit
and vegetable packaging
• Light-weight carrier bags
• Compostable fruit and vegetable labels
• Coffee capsules
• Tea bags
• Brands exploring many other
opportunities to substitute plastic with
compostable alternatives

Agenda
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Compostable materials in the UK waste management system
• It is estimated that compostable plastic accounts for around 0.5% of
consumer plastic packaging in the UK.
• Equates to approximately 8,000 tonnes, with 80% expected to be flexible
plastics and 20% rigid.
• Almost 2.3 million tonnes of fossil based plastic packaging placed on the
market every year in the UK
• Recyclers managing many other challenges – very difficult to build a
business investment case for what represents a very small % of waste

Agenda
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Disposal options

• Conventional plastics contamination in the compost and digestate is a very real risk to the
ongoing application of these materials to agricultural land.
• AD operators will aim to remove all plastic from their incoming feedstock including
compostable food caddy liners and compostable packaging.
• Paper recycling sector also struggle with compostable elements which impact on quality of
outputs.
• Residual waste treatment increasingly being sent to energy-from-waste facilities.
• Being compostable has little benefit here, but if the material is bio-based the net CO2e
emissions are likely to be less than for conventional plastic. In these circumstances, biobased plastics may therefore be optimal.

Agenda

Future changes in composting infrastructure, packaging design and labelling,
and future waste and resource policy may help to overcome the current
challenges outlined.
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UK Waste Management Options for Compostable Plastic Packaging
Recycling

Residual
Waste

Composting

Plastics
recycling

Paper
Recycling

Mixed garden
and food

Garden Waste

Waste Food

Energy from
Waste

Landfill

Whilst it is technically
possible to signify
certain rigid
compostable plastics
such as PLA, this does
not happen in practice
currently and is a
source of
contamination.

Paper recycling can
take a certain amount
of contamination from
plastics, but this is a
particular issue for the
recycling of
paper/plastic (PLA)
laminates such as
coffee cups.

Technically the best
composting option, but
the UK is moving away
from mixed collections
towards separate food
and garden – kerbside
collection might reject
if anything plastic-like
is visible

Whilst technically
possible for the
materials to compost,
food contamination is
not allowed in this
stream. Some
exceptions to this rule
now exist.

UK AD is not set up to
process compostable
plastics but some
facilities accept food
waste liners. Unless
the facility has a
tertiary composting
phase, this route is
problematic.

If the material is biobased and is an
alternative to
conventional ‘nonrecyclable’ plastics, this
is the best residual
waste option.

When landfilling
compostable plastics,
the best case is it stays
inert, but it also may
anaerobically
biodegrade and
release methane.

Most favourable waste
management route

Route not
recommended

Current issues that
may be overcome in
future with investment
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So where can I use compostable plastics?
Flexible compostable packaging – where it is likely there will be contamination of food waste
and co-disposal could encourage food waste recycling – product and packaging can, in theory be
disposed of together, examples include;
• Tea bags
• Compostable food caddy liners are widely used in many local authority schemes.
• Fruit and veg stickers particularly for products where the skin is not eaten
• Consumers should be encouraged not to use a bag at all, however reusing compostable fruit
and veg bag (or even carrier bags) as a food caddy liner could be beneficial.
Rigid compostable packaging is likely to be beneficial primarily in closed systems, for example
at events.
Other applications are less clear ie ready meal trays & coffee pods
Clear labelling is essential

Agenda
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Communications

Currently no established system of guidance in the UK for the communication of claims related to the
compostability or biodegradability of plastics – potential for Greenwash
Without a consistent UK waste collection system, it is difficult to convey the correct message to the consumer
If packaging producers are concerned over the littering of their products, simply choosing a compostable plastic
material is not enough to negate the impact
Recommended statements
Statements to avoid

Agenda

‘This product is certified for industrial composting.
Place in your food or garden waste bin if your local
council accepts it’.
‘Do not put this packaging in your recycling bin’
‘Place in domestic waste if there is not a suitable
food or garden waste collection’
‘Do not litter – this package will still harm the
environment’
‘Not suitable for home composting’
‘This product is suitable for home composting’

‘100% compostable’ – avoid language that has no specific meaning.
Claims of being compostable should be paired with disposal information.
‘Plastic free’ – compostable plastics are still plastics
‘Compostable’, ‘Degradable’ or ‘Biodegradable’ – vague, unqualified
terminology should be avoided
Avoid using the terms compostable and recyclable together.
‘Biodegradable’ – this term does not mean anything on its own and it is
recommended to avoid – it only has meaning when it is qualified with a
particular environment (e.g. soil, open, marine) and specified conditions.
Any references to biodegradability in the natural environment are very
difficult to verify.
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Key Messages to Take Away
Use of compostable materials is always context
dependent – no single answer is possible.
If packaging producers are concerned over the
littering of their products, simply choosing a
compostable plastic material is not enough to
negate the impact.

Agenda

UK composting and AD infrastructure is generally
not set up to take compostable plastics from
kerbside at this time
Not every UK household has the same collection
system or access to organic collections –
messaging from LA’s is mixed and often
confusing.

The use of compostable plastics where they
increase or encourage the collection of food
waste should be prioritised
Other applications of compostable plastics need
to be addressed on a case by case basis taking
into account the limited infrastructure, but also
the nature of any alternatives.
Key packaging applications are those which
have other benefits (i.e. better food waste
management) and no other recycling route;
closed systems are also preferable.
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Thank you

Agenda

Any questions?
Contact me
Susan Jay
Sector Specialist- Resource
Management UK Plastics Pact
susan.jay@wrap.org.uk
07711199964
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