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‘Degradable’ polythene carrier bags

· ‘Degradable’ or ‘Oxy-degradable’ or ‘UV–degradable’ polyethylene bags are oil based polymers, not from a renewable (agricultural) source.

· Degradable plastic contains additives that act as catalysts to accelerate the degradation process. These additives break down under UV exposure and/or dry heat and mechanical stress, leaving small particles of Polyethylene (PE), which will be converted by microorganisms (microbes such as bacteria, fungi or algae) to convert the material into biomass, carbon dioxide and water. This process takes up to 18 months in optimum conditions. 
· The additives used are mostly metal based compounds. Cobalt has been used in the past (classified as a Dangerous Substance, although other metals are now used).  During fragmentation process the metals are released into the environment and could impact negatively upon accumulation.

· Degradable plastics are not certified as ‘biodegradable’ under EU Directive on Packaging and Packaging Waste (94/62/EC) and do not conform to standard EN13432. This relates to the fact that ‘degradable’ plastics leave small fragment residues after the specified biodegradation process, which is defined as:

· Biodegradability in watery medium (oxygen consumption and production of CO2): Proof must be made that at least 90% of the organic material is converted into CO2 within 6 months. 

· Disintegration in compost: After 3 months’ composting and subsequent sifting through a 2 mm sieve, no more than 10% residue may remain, as compared to the original mass. 
· One of the key sales reasons quoted by ‘Degradable’ suppliers is the reduction in visual litter pollution. Plastic carrier bags comprise a very minor element of all household waste by weight. Could promoting degradable plastic bags encourage littering and work against reduction of carrier bag usage?  

· Methods of disposal: The options for consumer disposal of degradable carrier bags are:
· Commercial composting: currently no UK infrastructure to take biodegradable or compostable plastic packaging waste. Only food and/or garden waste is collected for commercial composting from households. Any packaging (including biodegradable) found in the collected waste is classed as contamination and will cause the load to be rejected and sent to landfill. 

· Only certified biodegradable (to EN 13432) could be accepted by commercial composting operators (ie not degradable bags). 
· Home composting: degradable plastics do not compost down completely in the home compost environment.
· Mechanical recycling: (e.g. bag ‘bring banks’ or commercial ‘back of store’ plastic film). If arising in high concentrations in the waste stream, degradable plastic additives could de-stabilise the plastic recyclates and jeopodise the market for recycled content film products. There is a particular risk for the production of such products as damp proof membranes. Contamination by degradable films may also reduce the sales price of back of collected film. Separate collection and recycling of carrier bags away from the back of store film is more favourable but again the mixture of degradable and conventional plastic bags collected will reduce the recycling options and values.   
· Incineration: degradable plastics have a high calorific value and could be incinerated, but only a small proportion of waste is incinerated.
· Landfill: deficits of UV light and oxygen in landfill will prevent the degradation process occurring as designed – this is where most bags will de disposed of currently.

· LCA (Life Cycle Assessment): NNFCC & Imperial College, London is undertaking an LCA to assess LD/HDPE plastic bags against bio/degradable carrier bags. See: http://www.nnfcc.co.uk/funding/calls.cfm 
· Tesco and Coop currently use degradable carrier bags.
Biodegradable carrier bags

· Biodegradable carrier bags are not currently provided by any of the major UK grocery retailers.
· Biodegradable bags are made from corn starch and should conform to European standards EN 13432 on biodegradability.
· Biodegradable carrier bags will biodegrade in commercial compost sites but not in home compost bins, however no infrastructure exists in the UK. See point above

· Like degradable bags they have the potential to contaminate conventional plastic recycling if they appear in high concentrations in the recycling stream.

Useful links
· European Bioplastics statement on ‘degradable’ carrier bags:

http://www.european-bioplastics.org/media/files/docs/en-pub/050606_Position_Degradable_PE.pdf
· The National Non-Food Crops Centre www.nnfcc.co.uk
· Recovery options: http://www.european-bioplastics.org/index.php?id=152
· BPF (British Plastics Federation) Recycling Council: www.bpf.co.uk . Members include the major plastic film recyclers and recycled film producers eg. BPI, www.bpipoly.com    
· EPI – supply Totally Degradable Plastic Additive ‘TDPA’ http://www.epi-global.com/
· Degradable : Symphony plastics – ‘how does it work?’ http://www.degradable.net/how/index.shtml
· Biodegradable : http://www.novamont.com 
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