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Plastic Action

Michael Stephen, a Conservative former
member of the Environment Select
Committee of the House of Commons, and
a IPT Parliamentary Fellow, argues that
new technology can make a major impact
on plastic waste in the environment.

“Policymakers need always
to consider what happens
to waste plastic products
which escape collection”
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Plastic is a familiar component of modern living, but whilst the
benefits of low cost, light weight, strength, etc. are highly
regarded, the very strength and durability which makes plastic
such a useful and economic material can be a major problem
when it becomes a waste product.

Science has now found a way forward.

The most useful and economic of the new technologies
produces plastic which has the same strength and other qualities
as conventional plastic, but degrades by a process of oxidation,
initiated by putting a small amount of additive into the
conventional plastic. There is little or no additional cost and there
is no need to re-equip factories or to re-train the workforce. Oxo-
biodegradable plastic can be safely used for direct contact with
food. Unlike PVC, the polymers from which oxo-biodegradable
plastics are made do not contain organo-chlorine, nor do they
emit methane or nitrous oxide when they degrade.

The plastic is consumed by bacteria and fungi after the additive
has reduced the molecular structure and it is therefore
biodegradable. This process continues until the material has
biodegraded to nothing more than CO-, water and humus, and
the time taken for oxo-biodegradable plastic to degrade can be
‘programmed’ at manufacture to be as little as a few months or
as much as a few years. Degradation starts immediately after
exposure to air, but products can be vacuum-packed for delivery
to suspend degradation until needed for use.

Hydro-biodegradable or ‘starch-based’ plastics made from crops
are not a preferred alternative. They are much too expensive,
they are not strong enough, and cannot be recycled in a normal
plastic waste stream. They will not readily degrade unless in a
highly microbial environment such as a compost heap, so are
not much use in the fight against litter. Nor are they really
‘renewable’ because hydrocarbons are burned by autoclaves
used to ferment and polymerise the material and by the
agricultural machinery and road vehicles employed; also by the
manufacture and transport of fertilisers and pesticides. Further,
hydro-biodegradable plastic can emit both methane and carbon-
dioxide (which are both greenhouse gases) when it degrades.
Methane is 23 times more potent for global warming than CO-.

Policymakers need always to consider what happens to waste
plastic products which escape collection, as it is impossible for
industry and government to ensure that they are all collected -
and even if collected to ensure that they are all recycled. They
should all therefore be made from oxo-biodegradable plastic,
except for very long-life items. If collected they can be recycled,
composted, or incinerated with energy recovery, but if not
collected they will degrade and disappear, leaving no harmful
residues.
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