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Overview 

•  The Issues 
– Not degrading 
– Not clearly labeled 

•  Importance of tes;ng 
•  Understand your facility is unique 
•  Work with purchasers 
•  Problem Solving 
– BioSpecs for Food Service Ware 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The Research 

•  With the emergence of compostable products, 
many have been looking into how well they 
will compost 

•  Ins;tute for Local Self‐Reliance 
•  Sustainable Packaging Coali;on 
•  Dr. Joseph Greene 

www.sustainableplastics.org 





The Issues 

• Don’t break down fast enough  
 (especially cutlery) 

• Can’t get OMRI listed for compost 

• Labeling problems and fear of petroleum plas;c 
contamina;on 
–  Ci;zen confusion 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THE ISSUE 
“It just won’t degrade!” 

www.sustainableplastics.org 

Dan Goosen, compost manager, holds up a spoon that says “Biodegradable,” found mostly 
undecayed in the compost heap. (Sally McCay for UVM) 



Make sure it’s compostable! 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Standards/Cer;fica;ons 

•  ASTM D6400 

•  ASTM D6868 
•  EN 13432 
•  ISO 16929 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Need Labels 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Courtesy: dailydanny.com 



Photos courtesy of City of San Francisco  

Need Labels 



Where’s Waldo? 



Where’s Waldo? 



Contribu;ng Issue: Time Difference 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Courtesy: wtcc.sa.gov.au 

Courtesy: cbn.co.za 

Takes 14‐18 weeks 

Takes about 180 days (or 25‐26 weeks) 

There must be an 
issue with a gap 
this wide 



Every product is different 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Courtesy: Bionolle®  

Biodegradation of  Bionolle® bottles in leaves compost  



Dr. Joseph Greene 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Report: Biodegrada)on of Compostable Plas)cs in  

Cow‐manure Compost Environment, 2006 

Experiment Variables:  

•  plate made from sugar cane 

•  cup made from corn 

•  trash bag made from corn 

•  clear clamshell container made from  

•  NatureWorks PLA 

Findings: All degraded within 70 days.   



Report: Evalua)on of the Performance of Rigid Plas)c Packaging 
Containers, Bags, and Food Service Packaging in Full‐Scale 
Commercial Compos)ng 

•  On‐farm compost experiment: 
–  “The PLA container disintegrated ajer 38 days. The cellulose control 

material was fully disintegrated ajer 59 days as was the potato starch 
tray, the corn starch trash bag, and the PLA plate and straw. The PLA 
cup and fork disintegrated ajer 72 days.” 

•  Municipal experiment:  
–  “Materials were fully degraded in 7 weeks: PLA knife, PLA cup, and PLA 

clamshell container. Ajer 20 weeks, corn starch trash bag degraded 
88% and sugar cane plate degraded 78%.” 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Tes;ng is Important! 

You want products that degrade at the 
same rate as everything else in your 

compost pile, so test the product to see if 
it works in your system 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Influen;al Variables 

Rate of degrada;on influenced by compost facility: 

•  Climate 
•  Technology 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Rate of degrada;on influenced by type of product: 

•  PLA 
•  Starch 
•  Bagasse 
•  Etc. 



Cedar Grove Compos;ng 



Approved Cedar Grove Products 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Test in your own facility 

•  Many composters want to skip this step and 
say they will accept only Cedar Grove 
approved products too 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Peninsula Compost 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Test in your own facility 

•  Many composters want to skip this step and 
say they will accept only Cedar Grove 
approved products too 

•  Differences exist 

•  Some Cedar Grove approved products may 
not work in another facility 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Hawk Ridge (Maine) 

•  Difficulty with gepng all materials to break down at 
the same rate 

•  Solu;on: Could have upfront shredding to downsize 
products in order to facilitate breakdown in the 
compost piles 

www.sustainableplastics.org 



A1 Organics (Colorado) 

•  Compostable plas;cs don’t break down unless in op;mum 
condi;ons, which is about 20” to 40” into the windrow pile 

•  Plas;c blows away when you turn pile 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Plas;c Blows 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Containment 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A1 Organics (Colorado) 

•  Compostable plas;cs don’t break down unless in op;mum 
condi;ons, which is about 20” to 40” into the windrow pile 

•  Plas;c blows away when you turn pile 

•  Solu;on: compost the bioplas;cs in a separate pile with a 
compost catalyst added and then merge that pile to the larger 
windrow 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Work with Generators 

•  Purchasers [should] buy compostable products with 
the intent of compos;ng the products 

•  Help them find appropriate products 

•  Help them with educa;on for clean collec;on 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San Francisco 

•  Food Service Waste Reduc;on 
Ordinance (since 2007) 

•  Plas;c Bag Reduc;on Ordinance 
(since 2007) 

•  Iden;fy and list approved 
retailers of compostable 
products 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Whole Foods (SF) 



Bowdoin College (Maine) 

•  First composter, Northeast Organics, stopped 
accep;ng material because of high metal 
contamina;on in feedstock 

•  College purchasing manager didn’t look into 
compostability claims fully 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Sustainable Biomaterials Collabora;ve 

The Sustainable Biomaterials Collabora;ve (SBC) advances the 
introduc;on and use of biobased products that are sustainable 
throughout their lifecycle. They advance their development and 
use by crea;ng strong sustainability guidelines, encouraging 

markets, and promo;ng policy ini;a;ves. 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Environmentally Preferable Purchasing 

www.sustainableplastics.org 



www.sustainableplastics.org 

Don’t let a few bad apples (or 
experiences) mar your 

reputa;on of all compostable 
products 



CONTACT 

Heeral Bhalala 
Coordinator, Sustainable Biomaterials Collabora;ve 

Waste‐to‐Wealth Program Associate, Ins;tute for Local Self‐Reliance 

2001 S St. NW, Suite 570 
Washington, DC 20009 

Office: (202) 898 – 1610 x240 

www.sustainablebiomaterials.org 
www.sustainableplas;cs.org 

www.ilsr.org 


