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Editorial
Dear Members,
	
	 Welcome to the first 
	 issue of the “European 		
	 Bioplastics’ Quarterly”!
	 Many a reader may 		
	 have noticed that the 
	 last issue of “European 		
	 Bioplastics Newsletter”		
	 has been published in
	 June this year. This is 		
	 not a mistake or anything 
	 like that. It is, as the name 
already implies, a deliberate decision to convert from 
a monthly format of the former “European Bioplastics 
Newsletter” to a report on a quarterly basis. But it’s not 
only the publishing interval that’s changing; it’s also the 
philosophy behind it. European Bioplastics‘ newsletter 
has changed its face several times over the past years. 
It started out as a letter-style bulletin and, in line with 
technological progress, developed into a more maga-
zine-like product. While the format changed, the struc-
ture basically remained the same, covering internals, 
policy issues, market news and event announcements. 
Today, however, the focus is on the structure of the 
newsletter. It’s our aim to better adapt our regular 
publication to the needs of our members. Why do we 
deem it necessary to modify the existing arrangement?

Apart from active and direct communication, European 
Bioplastics‘ newsletter remains the most important tool 
to keep our members up to date on the current issues 
worked on, the efforts behind them and the services 
performed. On the other hand, we are all overwhelmed 
by innumerable e-mails, newsletters, rss-feeds and 
other means of modern communication, leading to an 
overload of information, impossible to cope with in a 
sensible time frame.

Furthermore, most of you are subscribing to at least 
one publication on plastics or bioplastics. All major 
publishing houses provide push or pull services for 
their readers that cover the relevant market informa-
tion. We have neither the means nor the wish to com-
pete with these services. After all, what sense does it 
make to offer you information on market and product 
developments that, for one, you are probably receiv-
ing already by other means and, secondly, is outdated 
by the time you get hold of our newsletter? But, don’t 
worry; located at the top right-hand corner on the 
homepage of European Bioplastics and daily updated, 
you will be able to continue tracing a selection of the 
market news. It is the result of a sophisticated search-
routine from our service providers, crawling through 
the entire World Wide Web.
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Hasso v. Pogrell, European Bioplastics, 
Managing Director  
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Instead of rehashing stale news, in the quarterly report 
we shall concentrate on that kind of information you 
are not likely to find in public sources. It is our aim to 
closely involve you in all the relevant issues at stake at 
the association’s level. We shall keep you informed on 
the political and legal framework affecting the bioplas-
tics industry, pending legislative measures, the current 
and planned activities of European Bioplastics, etc. 
And, to give you a more comprehensive picture of what 
is happening, we intend to also invite guest authors to 
provide you with complementary opinions and facts. 

Furthermore, we decided to additionally provide you 
with a printed format of our newsletter, which, of 
course, is a bit more costly, but we think will increase 
the chances of registering with you. We are aware that 
the world outside will not stick to our publishing inter-
val. For this reason, we created the “Bioplastics News-
flash”. It will be released as and when required, filling 
the gap between the release dates of the “Bioplastics’ 
Quarterly”, in case the members need to be informed 
promptly on relevant issues of high topicality.

Consequently, the new concept for the member infor-
mation service is built on three pillars, the quarterly 

report and the newsflash as push channels, and the 
news feed on the web as pull channel. This communi-
cation mix is intended to balance in a reasonable way 
the members‘ interest in useful information with the 
efforts of the association in producing its publications.
Your feedback is highly appreciated; proposals for 
the next issues, guest contributions and, of course, 
comments for improvement can be sent to this e-mail 
address: newsletter@european-bioplastics.org.
 
This first issue is contributed to the hotly debated 
topics around oxo-fragmentable, so called oxo-bio-
degradable plastics – therein: the oxo position paper 
of European Bioplastics, selected press reactions to 
our own press releases, the confirmation of EN 13432 
standard by the European Commission and news from 
France, Belgium, Latvia and UK concerning oxo strate-
gies and regulations.

Hasso v. Pogrell, European Bioplastics
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Editorial | Internals 

Internals

Members Meeting

The next European Bioplastics members meeting will 
take place in Berlin on:

Date:	 Thursday, 12 November 2009
Beginning:	 9:00 a.m. 
End:	 1:00 p.m., followed by a closing lunch
Venue:	 Hotel Albrechtshof
	 Albrechtstr. 8, 10117 Berlin

As usual, we will present to you, the budget proposal 
as well as the draft Working Programme 2010 for 
approval.  Both draft papers will be sent to you in due 
time. Furthermore, we would like to propose a change 
of the statutes concerning § 9, paras 7 and 8. More de-
tailed information will be provided during the meeting. 

In case you are not able to participate, we kindly ask 
you to transfer your voting right to a trusted member 
who you know is sure to attend the meeting. Please 
note that your vote transfers must be indicated by fax 
or otherwise in a written form to be valid.

As usual, we will organise a social evening. Partici-
pants are asked to bear the costs for food and drink at 
their own individual expense. 

An invitation has been sent to you some weeks ago. 
Please indicate on the fax answer form if you are 
interested in participating, so that we can make the 
arrangements accordingly. 

You can book a room at the Hotel Albrechthof, 
Albrechtstraße 8, 10117 Berlin. As a many of our mem-
bers have made positive experience with the Meliã 
Berlin you may want to try it there as well (Friedrich-
straße 103, 10117 Berlin).

Please confirm your participation latest by Friday, 
1 November 2009.

Looking forward to seeing you in Berlin. 
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In 2005, during the interpack trade fair, a product 
called neo-sac entered the market and the news that 
there was a biodegradable bag made of conventional 
plastics was hyped in the media and consequently 
caused a lot of confusion.

Analyses carried out by BASF revealed that (not un-
expectedly) the claims were not substantiated and, in-
stead, the products contained critical concentrations of 
Cobalt. Based on these findings European Bioplastics 
(at that time still IBAW) launched a position paper on 
“oxo-degradable” polyethylene bags with an unambigu-
ous wording and strong claims.

In the following, European Bioplastics‘ position became 
the reference document for all kinds of institutions all 
over the world who were confronted with false claims 
on so-called „oxo-biodegradability“ of plastic items. 
Especially organisations and companies in emerging 
economies were frequently referring to European Bio-
plastics‘ paper, as there had been the strongest pres-
sure on governments and markets by proponents of 
the oxo-additive technology. An underdeveloped waste 
management infrastructure and the lack of indepen-
dent information sources always create a supportive 
environment for the oxo-business.

In more recent times, also countries with mature waste 
management systems and a higher level of environ-
mental awareness of customers were entered by oxo-
products. The product range by far exceeds bags, also 
covering bottles and other disposable items. Moreover, 
it no longer restricts to PE; claims on biodegradability 
of PET or PVC also had been publicly raised giving 
the impression that each type of standard polymer can 
be made biodegradable or even compostable. At the 
same time the technology of oxo-fragmentable plastics 
has changed, avoiding conspicuous concentrations of 
heavy (or transition) metals. New formulas with modi-
fied triggers were put on the market. 

Altogether these facts resulted in the insight that an 
updated version of the position paper was needed. 
The media-related outcry of producers, converters and 
associations of oxo-fragmentable plastics showed that 
the potential for disturbing the business model of so-
called „oxo-biodegradable“ plastics is huge.

For the near future it is important that all players in the 
field of biodegradable plastics - especially the asso-
ciations - team up for keeping the pressure high and 
to avoid the impression that European Bioplastics is 
driving solely the commercial interests of its members 
while the fact-related argumentation gets lost in the 
public debate.
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Fighting Oxos: the Renewal of 
European Bioplastics’ Position 
on Oxo-Fragmentable Products

Focus

Position Paper 
Oxo-fragmentable Plastics
Introduction

Bioplastics are either biobased or biodegradable or 
both. European Bioplastics, as the industry Association 
for such materials is distancing itself from the oxo-frag-
mentable, so-called “oxo-biodegradables” industry.
Terms such as „degradable“, „biodegradable“, „oxo-
degradable“, „oxo-biodegradable“ are used to promote 
products made with traditional plastics supplemented 
with specific additives. 
Products made with this technology and available on 
the market include film applications such as shopping 

bags, agricultural mulch films and most recently certain 
plastic bottles. There are serious concerns amongst 
many plastics, composting and waste management 
experts that these products do not meet their claimed 
environmental promises.

In the position paper, European Bioplastics, the 
European organisation representing the certified 
Bioplastics industry outlines the issues and questions 
concerned in order to support consumers, retailers and 
the plastics industry in identifying unsubstantiated and 
misleading product claims.
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Terminology

Producers of pro-oxidant additives use the term ‘oxo-
biodegradable’ for their products. This term suggests 
that the products can undergo biodegradation. Howev-
er, main effect of oxidation is fragmentation into small 
particles, which remain in the environment. Therefore 
the term ‘oxo-fragmentation’ does better describe the 
typical degradation process, which can occur to these 
products, under some specific environmental condi-
tions.

European Bioplastics considers the use of terms such 
as biodegradable, oxo-biodegradable etc. without 
reference to existing standards as misleading and 
as such not reproducible and verifiable. Under these 
conditions the terms „oxo-biodegradable“ or “oxo frag-
mentable” are free of substance.

The term “biodegradable” by itself is not more informa-
tive than the adjective „tasteful“ used to advertise food-
products. The term „oxo-biodegradable“ is an appeal-
ing marketing term which however is very misleading 
because it cannot be verified due to the absence of 
a standard specification i.e. an explicit set of require-
ments to be satisfied by a product.

On the other hand, the terms „biodegradable and com-
postable“ enjoy a different status. There are interna-
tionally established and acknowledged standards that 
effectively substantiate claims on biodegradation and 
compostability such as ISO 17088. Total biodegrada-
tion in less than six months must be proved, according 
to the ISO 17088. The specification of time needed for 
the ultimate biodegradation is an essential requirement 
for any serious claim on biodegradability.

Therefore, the U.S. Federal Trade Commission has 
advised companies “that unqualified biodegradable 
claims are acceptable only if they have scientific 
evidence that their product will completely decompose 
within a reasonably short period of time under custom-
ary methods of disposal.”

Accordingly, the National Advertising Division in the 
USA recommends that advertisers discontinue claims 
such as “100% oxo-biodegradable” because such 
statements incorrectly suggest that a plastic will quickly 
or completely biodegrade with the help of these addi-
tives.

The Degradation Process behind the 
Oxo-fragmentable Plastics

The oxo-fragmentable additives are typically incorpo-
rated in conventional plastics such as Polyethylene 
(PE), Polypropylene (PP), Polystyrene (PS), Polyeth-
yleneterephtalate (PET) and sometimes also Polyvi-
nylchloride (PVC) at the moment of conversion into 
final products. 

These additives are based on chemical catalysts, con-
taining transition metals such as cobalt, manganese, 
iron, etc., which cause fragmentation as a result of a 
chemical oxidation of the plastics’ polymer chains trig-
gered by UV irradiation or heat exposure. In a second 
phase, the resulting fragments are claimed to eventu-
ally undergo biodegradation.

In addition to additives that trigger the fragmentation 
process, the “oxo-fragmentables” include stabilizers, 
which are added to limit the unwanted fragmentation 
of the polymer chains whilst the plastic is still used by 
consumers. However, the stabilizing effect of the addi-
tives is limited. Research studies have concluded that 
“even with some content of stabilizing additives, PE 
film with oxo-fragmentable additives loses its mechani-
cal properties rather fast, especially when exposed to 
sun-light”. For this reason, different storage conditions 
would be required in order to prevent premature age-
ing and loss of mechanical properties. 

Fragmentation is not the same as Biodegradation

Fragmentation of oxo-fragmentable plastics is not the 
result of a biodegradation process but rather the result 
of a chemical reaction. The resulting fragments will 
remain in the environment. The fragmentation is not a 
solution to the waste problem, but rather the conver-
sion of visible contaminants (the plastic waste) into 
invisible contaminants (the fragments). This is gener-
ally not considered as a feasible manner of solving the 
problem of plastic waste, as the behavioural problem 
of pollution by discarding waste in the environment 
could be even stimulated by these kinds of products.
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An Answer to Littering or the Promotion
of Littering?

Oxo-fragmentable plastic products have been de-
scribed as a solution to littering problems, whereby 
they supposedly fragment in the natural environment. 
In fact, such a concept risks increasing littering instead 
of reducing it. The United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP) stresses that littering is a behavioural 
problem and must be resolved by raising environmen-
tal awareness and by the establishment of appropriate 
waste management systems. Oxo-fragmentable plas-
tics are not specified as a solution by UNEP. Giving 
users of plastic items the impression that those items 
might vanish harmlessly if discarded in the environ-
ment could actually damage long-standing efforts for 
the prevention of littering.

Accumulation of Plastic Fragments Bears Risks for 
the Environment

If oxo-fragmentable plastics are littered and end up 
in the landscape they are supposed to start to disin-
tegrate due to the effect of the additives that trigger 
breakdown. Consequently, plastic fragments would 
be spread around the surrounding area. As ultimate 
biodegradability has not been demonstrated for these 
fragments, there is substantial risk of accumulation of 
persistent substances in the environment.

Through the impact of wind or precipitation the plastic 
fragments can drift into aquatic or marine habitat 
where they affect organisms and pose the risk of 
bioaccumulation. In addition, studies, amongst others 
by the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Admin-
istration, have shown that these degraded plastics can 
accumulate toxic chemicals such as PCB, DDE and 
others from the environment and act as transport me-
dium in marine environments. Such persistent organic 
pollutants in the marine environment were found to 
have negative effects on marine resources.

Organic Recovery is not Feasible

Collection and recovery schemes for organic waste 
are liable to suffer from the use of oxo-fragmentable 
materials, as these materials are reported not to meet 
the requirements of organic recovery.

Unfortunately, sometimes the oxo-fragmentable 
products have been publicised as „biodegradable“ 
and „compostable“, despite not meeting the standards 
of suitability for organic recovery. Besides, the terms 
oxo-biodegradable, oxo-degradable and the like can 
be taken by the consumers as synonym of „biodegrad-

able and compostable“ and erroneously recovered 
via organic recovery. This is why the Italian Antitrust 
Authority in 2005 sanctioned a retailer distributing 
“100% degradable” shopping bags made with PE sup-
plemented with pro-oxidant additives.

This can lead to a general mistrust of consumers and 
composting plants managers towards the whole sector 
of biodegradables and thus to a lack of acceptance 
also of truly biodegradable and compostable materials. 
Therefore, well-developed and broadly accepted certi-
fication schemes according to EN 13432, EN 14995 or 
equivalent standards should be used invariably.
 
This is also why, in the interest of the best recovery 
of organic fractions and biowaste, the involvement of 
oxo-fragmentable materials in such recovery schemes 
should be avoided.

Plastic Recycling Schemes Are Disturbed 

A further environmentally feasible option for the 
handling of used plastics is that of recycling. Oxo-
fragmentable products can hamper recycling of post 
consumer plastics. In practice, these materials are 
traditional plastics. The only difference is that they 
incorporate additives, which affect their chemical 
stability. Thus, they are identified and classified accord-
ing to their chemical structure and finish together with 
the other plastic waste in the recycling streams. In this 
way, they bring their degradation additives to the recy-
clate feedstock. As a consequence the recyclates may 
be destabilised, which will hinder acceptance and lead 
to reduced value. The European Plastics Recyclers 
Association (EuPR) and the Association of Postcon-
sumer Plastic Recyclers (APR) therefore warn against 
oxo-degradable additives
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Strong Media Debate around 
Oxo’s
During summer time the European Plastics Recyclers 
Association and the US-based National Association for 
PET Container Resources expressed concerns about 
the contamination of the recycling stream by degrada-
tion additives which brought a response from Sym-
phony Environmental Technologies, which produces 
oxo-degradable additives, that EuPR was publishing 
„alarmist nonsense“. EuPR responded with a challenge 
to oxo-degradable producers to test and prove the 
recyclability of their products.

At the same time European Bioplastics had published 
an updated version of the oxo position paper, which led 
to a hot media debate culminating in several counter-
statements of the oxo industry. Some journalists were 
pleased to fuel the conflict by publishing headlines 

like “Bioplastics sector lambasts oxo-degradable ad-
ditives”, “Bioplastics industry joins oxo-degradable 
Attacks”, “Oxo-degradable producer hits back at Euro-
pean Bioplastics‘ attack”, “Oxo biodegradable industry 
responds”, “Oxo-biodegradable plastics industry under 
fire”, “Oxo-bio claims challenged again as bioplastics
row rumbles on”, “How to degrade plastics the battle 
rages on”, etc. An objective media coverage is very 
helpful and essential for the bioplastics industry. We 
need public discussions to separate ourselves clearly 
from the oxo industry preventing confusions in the 
public. As you can see, there is still too much confu-
sion around, people do not understand the difference 
between our materials and oxos. That’s why ne have 
to invest more to differenciate our products from oxos.

Recyclers warn against oxo-degradable additives 
12 June, 2009, European Plastics News

The European Plastics Recyclers Association (EuPR) 
is urging manufacturers to exercise caution if using 
oxo-degradable additives, warning they have the po-
tential to do more harm to the environment than good.
EuPR says it has seen no proof that oxo-degradable 
additives help reduce greenhouse gas emissions. In 
addition, public misconception about the recyclability of 
these materials means that oxo-degradable additives 
will end up in general waste.“ The public attention will 
be diverted from recycling by thinking ‘it will degrade 
by itself’,” says the trade body. “This thinking will 
damage the recycling rates achieved after decades of 
efforts from industry, authorities and the population”

EuPR compares plastics to an ‘energy bank’ and 
points out that energy invested in the plastic dur-
ing polymerisation can be reused through recycling. 
However, the presence of oxo-degradable additives 
in the plastic puts this at risk, claims the group. “It is 
an economic and environmental nonsense to destroy 
this value,” says the group. “Moreover, it is the most 
unsustainable – together with landfill – way to use the 
valuable oil transformed in plastic.” Plastics manufac-
turers should therefore “be watchful” when considering 
the use of oxo degradable additives, says EuPR.

EuPR is not the only trade body to express concern 
over oxo-degradable additives, as the US National 

Association for PET Container Resources (NAPCR) 
last month said there is not enough scientific evidence 
to prove that these additives have any beneficial effect 
on the environment. “We urge manufacturers of PET 
resin and packaging to refrain from introductions of 
degradable additive-containing products until data is 
made available for review and verification so we can 
better understand these products and their potential 
ramifications,” said the association.

Nevertheless, several plastics manufacturers are forg-
ing ahead with plans to introduce degradable additives 
into their products. In the US, several companies are 
marketing degradable PET for bottle applications; 
Planet Green Bottle is using an oxo-degradable tech-
nology while Enso is marketing a system that it claims 
is triggered by microbial action. Last month, Mexican 
food producer Bimbo Group said it will roll-out a newly 
developed alumimium-coated multi-layer PE film based 
on the d2w oxo-degradable additive technology mar-
keted by UK-based Symphony Environmental Tech-
nologies. The new film will be implemented across all 
metallised film applications by the first quarter of 2011, 
says the Mexican company.

Symphony Environmental defends the use of degra-
dable additives. Commercial director Michael Stephen 
told European Plastics News its technology has not 
been developed for plastics that can be picked up and 
recycled but for those that cannot. “What we are offer-
ing is a low cost insurance against the plastic getting 
into the environment,” he says.
The company also released a statement replying 
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to EuPR, saying the European organisation has a 
“misunderstanding” of the technology. Symphony says 
oxo-biodegradable plastic will self-destruct in a much 
shorter time than non-degradable plastic in the open 
environment, without leaving behind methane or frag-
ments of petro-polymers. 

It says that EuPR should instead be concerned with 
hydro-biodegradable plastics, compostable plastics 
and crop-based bioplastics, all of which it says com-
promise a normal oil-based recycling process.

US firm Planet Green claims to be “overwhelmed” by 
the interest in its Revert technology, which is devel-
oped by UK-based masterbatch producer Wells Plas-
tics. Company founder and director of corporate devel-
opment Patrick Rooney says Planet Green is dealing 
with the 76% of plastic bottles that are not recycled.
“Our oxo-biodegradable bottles are now being tested 
or evaluated by brand owners globally; they revert 
back to nature in 10 to 20 years,” he says.

Biodegradable Plastics Bags Carry more 
Ecological Harm than Good
18 June, 2009, The Guardian

Decomposing bags sound environmentally friendly but 
they require a lot of energy to make, won‘t degrade in 
landfills and may leave toxic leftovers.

Biodegradable plastic bags – as handed out by Tesco, 
Co-op and once even sold by the Soil Association 
– must be good, surely? They have a magic ingredi-
ent that means they self-destruct after a few months, 
breaking up into tiny pieces made of simple molecules 
that bugs and fungi can happily munch up. Dozens 
of major corporations use them, including Pizza Hut, 
KFC, News international, Walmart and Marriott hotels.
But last week, the European Plastics Recyclers Asso-
ciation warned that they „have the potential to do more 
harm to the environment than good.“

Technically what we are talking about here is „oxo-de-
gradable“ plastics. These are plastics made to degrade 
in the presence of oxygen and sunlight, thanks to the 
addition of tiny amounts of metals like cobalt, iron 
or manganese. British manufacturers – headed by 
Symphony Technologies of Borehamwood – are at the 
sharp end of a revolution that could banish bag-strewn 
beauty spots and back alleys alike.

But the criticisms are twofold. First, some research 
suggests that the bags don‘t degrade as well as 
claimed. And second, priming plastic bags for destruc-
tion is itself an ecological crime. So, do they really bio-
degrade away to nothing? Symphony, which supplies 
Co-op and Tesco, says its bags are „able to degrade 
completely within about three years, compared to 
standard bags which take 100 years or longer“. Tesco 
reckons they all decompose within 18 months „without 
leaving anything that could harm the environment“.
But whether it actually happens seems to depend a 
lot on where the „biodegradable“ plastic ends up. If it 
gets buried in a landfill it probably won‘t degrade at all 

because there is no light or oxygen. But what about 
elsewhere?

Studies of one brand in the US, commissioned by the 
Biodegradable Products Institute, found that break-
down is very dependent on temperature and humidity. 
It goes slow in cold weather. And high humidity virtually 
stops the process, making long, wet winters sound like 
bad news. You might think a compost heap full of bio-
degrading bugs would be ideal. But a recent Swedish 
study found that polyethylene containing manganese 
additive stops breaking down when put in compost, 
probably due to the influence of ammonia or other 
gases generated by microorganisms in the compost.
And, while most manufacturers say that to put only tiny 
amounts of metals into the plastic, the US study found 
that one brand contained „very high levels of lead 
and cobalt“, raising questions about the toxicity of the 
leftovers. Neither of these studies relates specifically to 
Symphony‘s products. But they raise questions.

The European Plastics Recyclers Association last 
week argued that biodegradable bags are not the right 
environmental option anyway. Plastic bags take a lot of 
energy and oil to make so why waste them by creating 
bags that self-destruct? „It is an economic and environ-
mental nonsense to destroy this value,“ the recyclers‘ 
trade association concluded. Of course, we consumers 
can reuse or recycle biodegradable bags as easily as 
any other kind. Symphony and other manufacturers 
stress making bags biodegradable is just an insurance 
policy for those that don‘t get recycled or reused. But 
surely we are less likely to bother if we are told the 
bags are eco-bags that biodegrade.

This European backlash against oxo-biodegradable 
plastics follows similar rumblings in the US. In March, 
the New York Times announced it would not be wrap-
ping its paper in bags made of the stuff because claims 
that the plastic was „100% biodegradable“ did not 
stand up. This followed a ruling last December by an 
advertising industry watchdog, part of the US Council 
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of Better Business Bureaus, that makers should stop 
calling the bags „eco-friendly“. (In marked contrast, the 
UK Periodical Publishers Association two years ago 
recommended that all its members use oxo-biodegrad-
able film to wrap their magazines). Industry websites, 
including Symphony‘s, do proudly proclaim one green 
endorsement – that the organic trade body the Soil 
Association buys their bags. But Clio Turton at the Soil 
Association told me: „We‘ve had problems with people 
making these claims. We have asked for them to be 
removed. It‘s very frustrating.“
Plastic bags are not the biggest environmental issue 

on the planet, as George Monbiot explained in a blog 
here recently.

But most of us probably make „bag choices“ several 
times a day. Brits get through 8bn plastic bags a year. 
For that reason, they are one of the choices that tend 
to show if we care about the environment or not. And 
we should be clear. Re-using bags is best. Recycling 
is second best. Throwing them away in the hope that a 
magic formula will guarantee their rapid disappearance 
is laziness, not environmental care. And anybody who 
tries to persuade us otherwise is guilty of Greenwash.

European Bioplastics attacks oxo-degradable 
additives 
22 July, 2009, www.britishplastics.co.uk

The European trade organisation representing manu-
facturers of bio-sourced and biodegradable plastics, 
European Bioplastics, has distanced itself from so-
called „oxo-biodegradable“ technology and is warning 
off manufacturers of products that do not meet the rigid 
standards for biodegradability from using its seedling 
logo. The association sees risk of public confusion 
over claims for the biodegradation and compostabil-
ity of plastics promoted by breakdown by oxidation, 
which it says does no more than fragment plastics 
into small particles which remain in the environ-
ment. The association groups together terms such as 
„degradable“, „biodegradable“, „oxo-degradable“ and 
„oxo-biodegradable“ and says that „There are serious 
concerns amongst many plastics, composting and 
waste management experts that these products do not 
meet their claimed environmental promises.“ It adds 
that „The term ‚biodegradable‘ by itself is no more in-
formative than the adjective ‚tasteful‘ used to advertise 
food-products.“

Oxo-biodegradable Plastics casts doubt on the effect 
of additives which break down polymer chains for 
eventual microbial digestion and suggests that film in-
corporating such additives is likely to lose its mechani-
cal properties „rather fast“ and needs special storage 
conditions. Stressing that „fragmentation is not the 
same as biodegradation“ European Bioplastics says: 
„The fragmentation is not a solution to the waste prob-
lem, but rather the conversion of visible contaminants 
(the plastic waste) into invisible contaminants (the frag-
ments). This is generally not considered as a feasible 
manner of solving the problem of plastic waste, as the 
behavioural problem of pollution by discarding waste 
in the environment could be even stimulated by these 
kinds of products.“ And it goes on to say that plastics 
broken down by fragmentation create a risk for the en-

vironment. „As ultimate biodegradability has not been 
demonstrated for these fragments, there is substantial 
risk of accumulation of persistent substances in the en-
vironment. Through the impact of wind or precipitation 
the plastic fragments can drift into aquatic or marine 
habitat where they affect organisms and pose the risk 
of bioaccumulation.“

There is already a debate between plastics recyclers 
and manufacturers of oxo-degradable additives. The 
European Plastics Recyclers Association and the 
US-based National Association for PET Container 
Resources expressed concerns last month about the 
contamination of the recycling stream by degradation 
additives which brought a response from Symphony 
Environmental Technologies, which makes oxo-degra-
dable additives, that EuPR was publishing „alarmist 
nonsense“. EuPR responded with a challenge to oxo-
degradable producers to test and prove the recyclabil-
ity of their products.

The European Bioplastics paper weighs in on the side 
of the argument against the recyclability of oxo-degra-
dable products saying that oxo-fragmentable products 
can hamper recycling of post-consumer plastics. It 
says that plastic waste containing degradation addi-
tives can become part of the recyclate feedstock. „As 
a consequence the recyclates may be destabilised, 
which will hinder acceptance and lead to reduced 
value“ – although it does not say specifically that plas-
tics containing oxo-degradants cannot be recycled.
The nub of European Bioplastics argument is that 
plastics should not be described as biodegradable or 
compostable unless they meet the requirements of ISO 
17088, EN 13432 or other similar standards. It says 
that „oxo-biodegradable“ products do not meet these 
standards, whereas products carrying its seedling logo 
do and have been tested accordingly. Chairman Andy 
Sweetman said „It should, under all circumstances, be 
avoided that products carrying the compostability mark 
of European Bioplastics, the seedling, be associated 
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in any way with so-called ‚oxo-biodegradable‘ products 
and the like. This is also why we so vigorously fought 
against the attempt of the ‚oxo-biodegradable‘ industry 
to water-down the criteria of the EN 13432, request-
ing longer time frames for materials to decompose. 

It would not have been in the public or the compost-
ing industry’s interest to have compromised the strict 
criteria of EN 13432 which ensures the materials are fit 
for purpose.“

European Bioplastics distances itself from 
oxo-degradables
22 July, 2009, CEE Packaging

European Bioplastics today published a position paper 
distancing itself from the so-called „oxo-biodegradable” 
industry. The paper sheds some light on the technol-
ogy behind the so-called „oxo-biodegradable“ industry, 
its failure to live up to international established and 
acknowledged standards that effectively substantiate 
claims on biodegradation and compostability, and the 
implications resulting from the different approaches.
(...)“Bioplastics are still a relatively young industry”, 
says Andy Sweetman, Chairman of the Board of 
European Bioplastics. “Inherent implications made 
on the environmental suitability of our products are 
subject to close scrutiny by all kinds of stakeholders. 
It is, therefore, vital that claims on biodegradability or 
compostability are backed by internationally accepted 
standards”, he adds.

“We just cannot allow that the public, who are generally 
very sensitive to ecological issues, be further confused 
by claims on biodegradability and compostability re-
sulting from conflicting approaches. If certain products 
that claim to be biodegradable or compostable are 
proven not to fulfil acknowledged standards, this is 
liable to impact negatively on our own members’ prod-
ucts, even though they do fully comply”, Sweetman 
further states. It should, under all circumstances, be 
avoided that products carrying the compostability mark 
of European Bioplastics, the seedling, be associated 
in any way with so-called ”oxo-biodegradable” prod-
ucts and the like. Products carrying the seedling have 
undergone rigorous independent testing beforehand. 
Only if proven to comply with the strict standards on 
biodegradability or compostability, such as ISO 17088, 
EN 13432 or other similar standards, can the tested 
material or product be awarded the seedling.(...)

European Bioplastics confirms its position 
on oxo-biodegradables 
22 July 2009,Plastics in Packaging

Trade association European Bioplastics has published 
a paper distancing itself from the oxo-biodegradable 
industry. The paper clarifies the view of the association 
that oxo-biodegradable technology fails to live up to 
international established and acknowledged standards.
European Bioplastics chairman Andy Sweetman said, 
„Bioplastics are still a relatively young industry. Inher-
ent implications made on the environmental suitability 

of our products are subject to close scrutiny by all 
kinds of stakeholders. It is, therefore, vital that claims 
on biodegradability or compostability are backed by 
internationally accepted standards.“ (...)

European Bioplastics currently allows products which 
have been independently tested and proven to comply 
with standards such as ISO 17088 or EN 13432 to be 
awarded its ‚seedling‘ compostability mark. The group 
says that associating oxo-biodegradable products with 
those carrying the seedling mark should be avoided 
under all circumstances. (...)

Oxo-degradable producer hits back at European 
Bioplastics’ attack
23 July, 2009, www.britishplastics.co.uk

Symphony Environmental has responded sharply to 
yesterday‘s condemnation by European Bioplastics 
of oxo-degradable additives. It calls the European 
Bioplastics charges „both ill-founded and unjust“ and 
points out that European Bioplastics is the lobby for 
hydro-biodegradable or “compostable” plastics and 
that its attack is based on commercial interest. Far 
from oxo-biodegradable plastics not being verified by 

standard specifications, Symphony says they can be 
assessed for degradability, bio-degradability and non 
eco-toxicity by ASTM D6954-04.

Claims that oxo-biodegradable plastics could encour-
age people to drop litter can equally be applied to 
hydro-biodegradable plastics, says Symphony – and 
„oxo-bio will harmlessly self-destruct if it gets into 
the open environment. Hydro-bio will not completely 
degrade unless someone collects it and puts it into 
a composting facility.“ And the claim that fragments 
remain in the environment has been proven untrue: 
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„after the oxo-bio additive has reduced the molecular-
weight to 40,000 Daltons or less it is no longer a plas-
tic, and biodegrades in the same way as leaves and 
straw.“European Bioplastics‘ reference to an attempt 
by the oxo-biodegradable industry to „water down the 
criteria of EN 13432“ was not to enable oxo-biodegrad-
able materials to meet the standard, says Symphony. 
Rather that European Bioplastics „fought to prevent 
the amendment of EN13432 because it has a commer-
cial interest against a European Standard with tests 
appropriate to oxo-bio.

„Composting is not the same as biodegradation in the 
environment - it is an artificial process operated ac-
cording to a much shorter timescale than the process-
es of nature. Therefore, standards such as EN13432, 
ISO 17088, and their American (ASTM D6400) and 

Australian (AS 4736-2006) equivalents, designed for 
compostable plastic, cannot be used for plastic which 
is designed to biodegrade if it gets into the environ-
ment. The hydrobio industry has consistently lobbied 
for standards and legislation which give its product 
an artificial advantage, and has consistently blocked 
proposals for change.“

Symphony concludes: „Composting of organic waste 
makes sense, but compostable plastic does not. It is 
up to 400 per cent more expensive than ordinary plas-
tic. It is thicker and heavier and requires more trucks to 
transport it. If buried in landfill, compostable plastic will 
emit methane (a greenhouse gas 23 times more pow-
erful than CO2) in anaerobic conditions. It is definitely 
not a ‚green‘ alternative.“

Bioplastics bodies trade blows as row breaks out 
23 July, 2009, Food Production Daily

A war of words has broken out within the bioplastics 
packaging industry with two trade bodies levelling a se-
ries of negative allegations about the different sectors.
The controversy was ignited yesterday after industry 
association European Bioplastics (EB) publicly de-
nounced claims made by the oxo-biodegradeable (OB) 
industry as “misleading” and “free of substance”. The 
Oxo-Biodegradable Plastics Association (OBPA) hit 
back by saying its products were superior and EB had 
gone on the attack in a bid to protect its market share.

EB issued a position paper distancing itself from 
the OB sector, saying there were “serious concerns 
amongst many plastics, composting and waste 
management experts that these products do not meet 
their claimed environmental promises”. The oxo-bio-
degradation industry says its plastics “self-destruct” or 
biodegrade when they are exposed to UV irradiation or 
heat because substances such as cobalt, nickel and 
zinc are added to conventional plastics at the time of 
manufacture. These reduce the molecular weight of 
the material over a pre-determined period and they 
fragment – allowing them to be consumed by bacteria 
and fungi. But EB challenged these claims because it 
says at present they cannot be verified with reference 
to international standards. The organisation said OB 
products did not biodegrade but only fragment into 
invisible pieces, saying “this is not generally consid-
ered as a feasible manner of solving the problem of 
plastic waste”. „Bioplastics are still a relatively young 
industry“, said Andy Sweetman, Chairman of the Board 
of European Bioplastics. „Inherent implications made 
on the environmental suitability of our products are 

subject to close scrutiny by all kinds of stakeholders. 
It is, therefore, vital that claims on biodegradability or 
compostability are backed by internationally accepted 
standards.”

He added that it was vital that the public not be con-
fused by claims on biodegradability and compostability 
resulting from differing methods. „If certain products 
that claim to be biodegradable or compostable are 
proven not to fulfill acknowledged standards, this 
is liable to impact negatively on our own members’ 
products, even though they do fully comply“, Sweet-
man said. He added it was vital its own compostability 
mark, known as the seedling, not be associated with 
any oxo-biodegradable product as they did not comply 
with recognized European standards. This is why EB 
had successfully fought against attempts by the OB 
industry to “water down” EN 13432, said Sweetman.
EB also raised concerns that a public misperception 
of OB products could encourage more littering and 
interfere with organic and recycling schemes.

But the Oxo-Biodegradable Plastics Association 
(OBPA) dismissed EB arguments saying its products 
were tested for degradability, biodegradability and 
non-eco toxicity against criteria laid down in American 
Standard ASTM D6954-04. Authorities in France had 
published a standard for OB products, while the UK 
was in the process of developing one, it added.
The OB body also rejected charges of trying to dilute 
European standards. “EP fought to prevent the amend-
ment of EN13432 because they have a commercial 
interest against a European Standard with tests appro-
priate to oxo-bio,” an OBPA spokesman told Food-
ProductionDaily.com. It added that composting was 
not the same as biodegradation in the environment 
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as it was an artificial process operated according to a 
much shorter timescale than the processes of nature. 
“Therefore, Standards such as EN13432, ISO 17088, 
and their American (ASTM D6400) and Australian (AS 
4736-2006) equivalents, designed for compostable 
plastic, cannot be used for plastic which is designed 
to biodegrade if it gets into the environment,” added 
the spokesman. “The hydrobiodegradable industry 
has consistently lobbied for standards and legislation 
which give its product an artificial advantage, and has 
consistently blocked proposals for change.” Regard-
ing concerns that its products could lead to more litter, 
it said there was no evidence to suggest this would 
happen.

OBPA concluded: “Composting of organic waste 
makes sense, but compostable plastic does not. It is 
up to 400% more expensive than ordinary plastic; it is 
thicker and heavier and requires more trucks to 

transport it. If buried in landfill, compostable plastic will 
emit methane.”

Oxo biodegradable industry responds
24 July, 2009, CEE Packaging

Following a statement this week on the oxo-biodegrad-
able plastics industry from European Bioplastics which 
Symphony consider is both ill-founded and unjust, the 
company has made the following response.

European Bioplastics is the lobby for hydro-biodegrad-
able or “compostable” plastics. It is not surprising that 
they are attacking oxo-biodegradable plastic, which is 
a strong competitor for their market-share. It dismisses 
oxo-bio plastics because it says “it cannot be verified 
due to an absence of a standard specification”. In fact, 
the Standard by which oxobiodegradable plastic can 
be tested for (a) degradability (b) biodegradability and 
(c) non eco-toxicity is the American Standard ASTM 
D6954-04.

European Bioplastics also says oxo-bio could encour-
age people to create more litter in the ‘mistaken’ belief 
it will biodegrade. If people would be encouraged to 
create more litter by using oxo-biodegradable plastic 
the same argument applies to the hydro-biodegradable 
plastic which EP is promoting. However, there is not 
a shred of evidence that oxo or hydro plastic has  en-
couraged people to litter. Oxo-bio will harmlessly self-
destruct if it gets into the open environment. Hydro-bio 
will not completely degrade unless someone collects it 
and puts it into a composting facility.

European Bioplastics asserts that oxo-bio could cause 
greater pollution as the fragments will accumulate 

in the environment, inc marine and aquatic habitats. 
However, oxo-bio does not just fragment. The frag-
ments have been proved by scientific tests to bio-
degrade after the oxo-bio additive has reduced the 
molecular-weight to 40,000 Daltons or less. It is then 
no longer a plastic, and biodegrades in the same way 
as leaves and straw.

EB also said it “fought against the attempt of the 
‘oxo-biodegradable’ industry to water-down the criteria 
of the EN 13432, requesting longer timeframes for 
materials to decompose”. In fact, it fought to prevent 
the amendment of EN13432 because it has a commer-
cial interest against a European Standard with tests 
appropriate to oxo-bio. Composting is not the same 
as biodegradation in the environment - it is an artificial 
process operated according to a much shorter times-
cale than the processes of nature. Therefore, Stand-
ards such as EN13432, ISO 17088, and their Ameri-
can (ASTM D6400) and Australian (AS 4736-2006) 
equivalents, designed for compostable plastic, cannot 
be used for plastic which is designed to biodegrade 
if it gets into the environment. The hydrobio industry 
has consistently lobbied for standards and legislation 
which give its product an artificial advantage, and has 
consistently blocked proposals for change. Compost-
ing of organic waste makes sense, but compostable 
plastic does not. It is up to 400% more expensive than 
ordinary plastic. It is thicker and heavier and requires 
more trucks to transport it. Recycling with oil-based 
plastics is impossible; it uses scarce land and water 
resources to produce the raw material, and substantial 
amounts of hydro-carbons are burned and CO2 emit-
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ted, by the tractors and other machines employed. If 
buried in landfill, compostable plastic will emit methane 
(a greenhouse gas 23 times more powerful than CO2) 
in anaerobic conditions. It is definitely not a “green” 
alternative.

Please note that this is a statement by Symphony which in the 

interests of fairness we feel an obligation topublish. It cannot be 

seen as the opinion of the publishers of this magazine!

EN 13432 confirmed for the 
next five years

In preparation of the packaging and packaging waste 
directive in the late 90ies, the European Commis-
sion issued mandates to CEN for elaborating a set of 
standards that flanks the targets of the directive. The 
standard for compostable packaging EN 13432 was 
part of this work package and was established in 2000.

Normally the standards are reviewed in an interval of 
five years, which, in case of the EN 13432, would have 
been due in 2010. However, as the other standards 
(EN 13427 – 13430) were up to enquiry already in 
2009, the responsible CEN committee CEN/TC 261/
SC4 decided to include EN 13432. 

A request was sent to the national standardisation 
institutions asking for a vote on confirmation or revision 
of these standards. Four national standardisation bod-
ies opted for a revision of EN 13432: BSI (UK), AENOR 
(Spain), CNI (Czech Republic), and LST (Lithuania). 
BSI is traditionally in favour of oxo-fragmentable 
plastics (so called “oxo-biodegradable” plastics) and 
consequently commented on those provisions of the 
standard that cause the failure of oxo-fragmentable 
products in the test scheme. Basically, the provisions 
on CO2 release testing and hazardous substances in 
Annexe A of EN 13432 were under criticism.
Based on the enquiries of the national standardisa-
tion bodies, the relevant subcommittee SC4 decided 
it would be good to ask the experts within WG2 (an 
expert panel for advising SC4) to discuss the com-
ments and to find a consensus on the issues. The 
working group had rested a few years as work had 

been finished – the standard was established. Due to 
the requested revision, the working group had to be re-
activated. With regard to the immense relevance of this 
standard for the industry, European Bioplastics actively 
supported the reactivation of the group.

Under the guidance of convenor Karl Friedrich 
Ziegahn, WG2 met on 9 July in order to discuss the 
comments. According to the nature of the comments, 
especially those by the BSI, it was not expected to 
achieve a consensus as requested from the parent 
body. In the course of the meeting all aspects were 
intensely discussed, whereas the proponents of oxo-
fragmentables (Norman Billingham, Micheal Stephens, 
Gerald Scott) did not come through with their argu-
ments. A broad majority of the participants were 
against easing the requirements in terms of biodegra-
dation time and heavy metal content. In the final vote, 
even the oxo-proponents agreed to confirm EN 12432 
in its current shape!

The results of the discussion will be reported back 
to SC4, which will consider them in its next meeting 
in February 2010. According to the rules of CEN, the 
parent body has to accept the vote of the technical 
experts of WG 2. In other words, the standard for com-
postable packaging is confirmed for the next five years.
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“Oxo-fragmentables”: News 
from EU Member States

France

The French association of the bioplastics industry, the 
Club Bioplastiques has always been concerned by the 
consequences of unfair environmental claims of de-
veloping markets and consumers. Recently, the Club 
has compiled a collection of examples of oxo-shopping 
bags from the French market and is now increasingly 
approaching stakeholders and political players to re-
fute the oxo-bag producers’ claims on biodegradability 
and superior environmental performance.

Belgium

A royal decree effective since July 2009 forbids the 
claim of “biodegradability” for any packaging. If the 
packaging is certified compostable according to EN 
13432 or fulfils similar high testing standards, it may 
claim “compostability”. This regulation effectively 
prevents oxo-fragmentable products from entering the 
market, as they are not able to prove compostability 
according to the acknowledged standards.

Latvia

A tax on natural resources in Latvia includes reduced 
tariffs for oxo-degradable (30% reduction) and bio-
degradable (80% reduction) packaging. A recently 
initiated cabinet ordinance is currently under way to 
define biodegradable plastics as certified composta-
ble according to EN 13432/14995. The ordinance will 
impede oxo-fragmentable products from claiming the 
lowest tariff category. 

UK

It is reported that the use of oxo-fragmentable materi-
als for packaging in the United Kingdom is currently 
decreasing. Nevertheless the UK remains an important 
market for oxo-materials.
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