Degradable, biodegradable and compostable plastics

Degradable plastics

This is the most general term. It includes both, plastics that degrade by physical or biological factors (sunlight or heat, or microbial action). So-called oxodegradable (i.e.: degradation accelerated by catalysts or additives at elevated temperatures) or photodegradable starch-polyethylene plastics can cause environmental problems. This kind of degradation results in small fragments that pollute compost, landfill or marine environment.  Indeed these materials do not degrade as fast as compostable plastics and leave small fragments in soil: these fragments with high surface areas can effectively function as a toxic chemical transport system in the environment till to the table water. 

Biodegradable plastics

They are plastics that are completely assimilated by the microorganisms present in the disposal system as food for their energy (enter into microbial food chain). This complete microbial assimilation is measured by the complete conversion of the carbon of the test plastic to CO2 .

Compostable plastics
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In addition to being biodegradable by microorganisms, to call a plastic ‘compostable’, a time factor has to be obeyed. These materials will biodegrade in an industrial composting environment in less than 180 days. Industrial compost environment means a defined temperature of about 60°C, a defined humidity and microorganisms must be present. Compostable plastics as per this definition do not leave fragments, which persist longer than approx. 12 weeks in the residue, they do not contain heavy metals or toxins and will support plant life.

