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ALERT ON DEGRADABLE PLASTICS

If you are considering using or purchasing degradable/biodegradable plastic packaging, this communiqué will provide some guidance to ensure the responsible use and marketing of these materials.
Considerable confusion exists about degradable plastics

The emergence of degradable plastics in the Canadian marketplace is a new and evolving phenomenon. But there is considerable confusion about their use, marketing claims, and end-of-life impacts. 
With increased pressure from consumers and environmentalists to be “green” more and more retailers have been looking at degradable plastic packaging. Certainly, the claims -- “biodegradable and recyclable”, “compostable”. “biodegrades in landfill” sound good and are compelling, but when it comes to degradable plastics, it is not as simple as it seems. Just because it is degradable, does not mean that it delivers a better environmental benefit than non-degradable alternatives.

Historically, degradable plastics have been used very successfully in niche applications – medical sutures, agricultural mulch films and seedling strips. Today, as retailers look to expand their use of degradables, considerable care must be taken to ensure that the product delivers precisely on its claims. 

Purchasers’ responsibility

First, the environmental benefits of a biodegradable plastic product should be assessed based on the intended method of disposal at end-of-life and assurance that the degradable plastic will end up there. 
For example, degradation in landfill is not a desirable thing. Modern landfills are designed to minimize degradation since the action of anaerobic microorganisms present in landfill produces methane, a greenhouse gas 21 times more potent than carbon dioxide. Further, not all degradable plastics are compatible with the recycling of other plastics so extreme care should be taken to ensure that no contamination of the recycling stream can occur.     
Second, the assessment of environmental benefit should be based on sound science, compliance with international standards, certification by an independent third party, and documentary evidence should be made available. As a purchaser or user of degradables plastic products, you should request, prior to selection, full disclosure. 

THE MOST IMPORTANT CONSIDERATION: The purchaser/user should ensure that at the end of life, a degradable plastic degrades in the right environment, over an appropriate period of time, and with no negative impacts on the environment.
Questions to ask when considering degradables other than compostables

1. Where will the material end up at the end of its life? Is there a chance that the material will enter the recycling stream?

2. Is the material compatible with current recycling programs for plastics?

3. What is the time frame for degradation (weeks, months, years)?

4. What are the by-products of degradation (eg. Greenhouse gases, toxic residues, etc.)?

5. Is there documentation of third party verification that supports claims that the material will degrade?
Canadian regulators becoming more active on environmental claims
Environmental claims of degradability should comply with the National Standard of Canada CAN/CSA-ISO 14021 “Self Declared Environmental Claims and Labels”.  The standard requires that: “claims be accurate and not misleading”; “claims be substantiated and verified”; “claims be relevant to the product and used in an appropriate context and setting”.

The Competition Bureau within Industry Canada has become so concerned about the proliferation of environmental packaging claims and confusion in the marketplace that they have joined with the Canadian Standards Association (CSA) to create a new interpretative guide to ensure that environmental claims are accurate and not misleading. This document is available at

www.competitionbureau.gc.ca/epic/site/cb-bc.nsf/vwapj/guide-for-industry-and-advertisers-en.pdf . 

There are a number of statements in the guide included in the section dealing with degradables (page 35):

I. “Claims of degradability shall only be made in relation to a specific test method that includes maximum level of degradation and test duration, and shall be relevant to the circumstances in which the product or packaging is likely to be disposed”. 
II. “it is difficult to substantiate a claim that a product normally disposed of in landfill is “degradable””.
Anyone making a claim of degradability would be wise to read the relevant sections of the guide. Canada’s Competition Bureau does have power to prosecute. Last year in Britain, there were a record number of complaints to Britain’s Advertising Standards Authority and in Australia, the Federal Court has had a successful prosecution based on 14021.

How can proof be provided that products meet the degradability claims attributed to them? 
The answer is certification by a recognized third party that the product meets a recognized standard. (for example ASTM D6400  for compostable plastics. A certification standards/process on recyclability for plastic shopping bags is under development in Quebec with the BNQ (Bureau de normalization du Québec).


The industry is working to bring clarity to the marketplace
1. Learn more at the Environmental Claims Seminars  
The Environment and Plastics Industry Council within the Canadian Plastics Industry Association has partnered with Competition Bureau of Canada and the Canadian Standards Association (CSA) to help you with your environmental claims. Join us September 9th at the Centre for Health & Safety Information. Contact Hilary Sturdevant of CPIA  at 905-678-7405 ext 225
E-mail:  hstrudevant@cpia.ca to register.  Future seminars will be conducted by CSA and the Competitions Bureau and will be offered in different locations in the country.  Please contact CSA for session dates.
2. EPIC to launch a Product Stewardship Guide and Commitment on Degradable Plastics

This will provide an operational framework for producers, users, specifiers, and buyers to steer the design, manufacture and marketing of degradable plastics. Similar to a successful Guide and Commitment launched in Australia, the EPIC Guide and Commitment will bring uniformity and understanding to the use and marketing of claims on degradability and ensure the participation of major industry partners.

For more information:

Visit the EPIC website at www.plastics.ca/epic to view a list of potential questions to ask when considering degradables.
