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Glossary 

 

Aerobic (of a process) carried out in the presence of oxygen. 
Anaerobic (of a process) carried out in the absence of oxygen. 
Antioxidant A substance that inhibits the oxidative degradation of a 

polymer. 

ASTM D6400 American standard specification for compostable 
plastics. 

Bio-accumulation The build-up of a chemical or substance in a plant or 
animal, either individual or population, over a period of 
time. 

Biodegradability The breakdown of an organic chemical compound by 
micro-organisms in the presence of oxygen to carbon 
dioxide, water and mineral salts of any other elements 
present (mineralization) and new biomass or in the 
absence of oxygen to carbon dioxide, methane, mineral 
salts and new biomass (from EN13432) 

Biodegradable plastic a degradable plastic in which the degradation results 
from the action of naturally occurring microorganisms 
such as bacteria, fungi and algae (ASTM D 6400-99) 

Bio-degradation Degradation brought about by the action of naturally 
occurring micro-organisms such as bacteria, fungi and 
algae  

Composting A managed process that involves the biological 
decomposition and transformation of biodegradable 
material to produce carbon dioxide, water, minerals and 
organic matter (compost or humus)  

Cross-linking 
 
 
 
DDE 
 
 

Cross-linking is a chemical process in which polymer 
molecules join together to form a network structure.  
   
A chlorinated pesticide associated with a number of toxic 
effects on humans and animals.  It has many chemical 
pseudonyms including 1,1-dichloro-2,2-bis(p-
chlorophenyl)ethylene.   

DDT (dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane) A chlorinated pesticide, 
banned under the Stockholm Convention, although still 
in use as an agricultural insecticide.  It is strongly 
adsorbed by soils. 

Defra Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

Degradation A change in the chemical structure of a plastic involving 
a deleterious change in properties 

Disintegration (syn. 
fragmentation) 

The physical breakdown of a material into very small 
fragments.  (After ISO/DIS 17088) 

EA Environment Agency 

Electron spin 
resonance 
spectroscopy 

An analytical technique which detects free radicals in a 
material. 

EN 13432 European standard for packaging recoverable through 
composting and biodegradation. 



 

Fossil Carbon Carbon derived from fossil fuels (oil, coal, gas) 

Fourier Transform 
Infrared Spectrosocopy 

An analytical technique capable of detecting chemical 
bonds in a compound.  It is a useful tool for detecting the 
presence of oxidised polymers.  

Fragmentation See Disintegration. 

ISO/DIS 17088 

LCA 

Life Cycle Assessment. A process for assessing various 
impacts of a process or material or technology by 
considering all inputs and outputs throughout its lifetime.   
(previously known as Life Cycle Analysis) 

Masterbatch A formulation containing a high concentration of additive 
intended for dilution into a pure resin (plastic) during 
processing to produce the end product. 

Nonylphenols A class of industrial surfactant or detergent.  Although 
used widely outside the EU, within the EU they are 
replaced by less harmful alternatives such as alcohol 
ethoxylates. 

Oxidative Degradation 
 
 
 
PAH 

A complex series of chemical reactions in which the long 
chains of polyethylene molecules are broken down into 
shorter lengths by the action of oxygen, ultra-violet light 
and/or heat. 
Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon. Organic compounds 
found in coal, oil and tar.  Also produced by incomplete 
combustion of many materials.  Some PAHs are known 
to be highly carcinogenic.  They are much more soluble 
in oil than water and are strongly adsorbed by materials 
such as polyolefins. 

PCB Polychlorinated biphenyl: A class of compounds 
implicated in a number of human toxicity and 
environmental pollution incidents.  Production was 
banned in 2001 by the Stockholm Convention on 
Persistent Organic Pollutants. 

PE Polyethylene 

PET Polyethylene Terephthalate 

Phytotoxicity  Toxicity to plants 

PP Polypropylene 

Prooxidant A substance that promotes the oxidative degradation of 
a polymer. 

PVC Polyvinylchloride 

Robustness An overall measure of the quality of evidence, including 
criteria such as reliability of source and objectivity.  
Robustness in this report is assessed according to the 
Defra guidelines ñFive Components of Robust 
Evidenceò. 

Windrow composting A composting process in which the material to be 
composted is formed into long piles which are turned at 
intervals so as to ensure all the medium experiences the 
composting conditions in the centre of the pile.  The 
process may be done outdoors or under cover. 
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Executive Summary 

This report addresses the environmental impact of oxo-degradable plastics. These 
plastics are mainly based on polyethylene (polythene) and contain additives that 
cause the plastic to degrade by a process initiated by light and/or heat. The additives 
are typically organic compounds of transition metals (such as iron, nickel, cobalt and 
manganese). Applications using oxo-degradable plastics include degradable plastic 
bags, refuse sacks, flexible packaging and agricultural mulch films. 

The reason for using these additives in plastic packaging or film is to cause 
premature degradation of the product. For example, it is claimed by the producers 
that agricultural mulch film containing these additives will break down and effectively 
disappear at the end of the growing season, thus saving farmers the time and cost in 
collecting it. Similarly, the producers claim that oxo-degradable plastic bags that are 
released into the environment as litter will degrade and disintegrate in a much-
reduced time. 

Aims and Methodology  

The aim of this study is to assess the evidence for the effects (both positive and 
negative) of oxo-degradable plastics on the environment, across their life-cycle.  The 
difference between oxo-degradable plastics and other petroleum based plastics is 
the use of additives to give them the accelerated property of degradation, hence the 
focus of the study was on the environmental effects at disposal or end of life.  In 
particular the study has assessed: 

¶ The extent and timeframe of degradation or biodegradation of oxo-degradable 
plastics. 

¶ The effects of degradation or biodegradation of oxo-degradable plastics on the 
natural environment (e.g. soil, water) and different disposal facilities (e.g. 
recycling, landfill, compost)   

The methodology employed in the study has been to review the published research 
on oxo-degradable plastics, assess other literature available in the public domain, 
and also to engage with stakeholders throughout the life-cycle of the product, 
including the additive manufacturers, producers, retailers, end-users and those 
involved in recycling and composting. 

Issues for Examination  

The most important issue regarding oxo-degradable plastics is the extent to which 
they degrade or biodegrade and the impact of this on the environment. There are 
various claims made on degradable packaging, such as: óphotodegradable 
polytheneô, ó100% degradable plasticô, ó100% biodegradableô, óthe plastic will start to 
degrade in 18 months from the date of manufacture and the whole process will take 3 
yearsô. The extent to which such claims can be substantiated has formed an 
important element of the investigation reported here. 

A key question is whether oxo-degradable plastics biodegrade (i.e. whether the 
plastic can be colonised and metabolised by microbes) and if so, what is the extent 
and time frame of this process.   

That oxo-degradables do degrade when exposed to either sunlight or heat (~60ºC) is 
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not in any doubt. The additives serve to catalyse and accelerate break-down of the 
polyethylene by a process known as oxidative degradation.1The mechanisms of 
these reactions have been studied over a period of several decades and are widely 
reported and well established in the scientific literature. This degradation process 
causes deterioration in the strength of the plastic, which becomes brittle and easily 
fragments into small pieces. The time taken for fragmentation to occur will depend on 
the amount of additive in the plastic film and the environment to which it is exposed. 
For example, degradation reactions leading to fragmentation of polythene films will 
occur much more quickly in Florida compared with the UK because of the differences 
in the intensity of the sunlight.  

Biodegradation, however, is caused by the action of living organisms rather than 
physical or chemical processes. However, the term biodegradable does not specify 
the extent, time-scale or conditions under which biodegradation has taken place. The 
term compostable is more precisely defined. According to the European standard on 
compostable packaging materials, EN13432, a biodegradation level of at least 90% 
must be achieved in less than six months for a plastic to be described as 
compostable. This study examined (so far as was possible) the length of time it 
would take for oxo-degradable plastics to degrade and bio-degrade, although there 
were limitations in the evidence beyond 6 months to 1 year.  

Furthermore, after the oxo-degradable plastics start to degrade it is unclear what 
happens to the small fragments of plastic in the environment. Are they able to be 
completely assimilated by micro-organisms (bacteria, fungi and/or algae) and 
ultimately converted to carbon dioxide and water vapour, so that they disappear? 
Does it matter if they remain as fragments in the soil? Does it matter if they become 
air-borne or enter water courses?  

Consequently this study has reviewed the timeframe within which oxo-degradable 
plastics biodegrade and the effects of the degraded plastics and additives on the 
environment. Evidence of biodegradation of oxo-degradable plastics has formed a 
major element of this review. Also examined is the potential for bio-accumulation of 
plastic fragments that remain in the soil. Another issue examined is the potential for 
transition metal additives to accumulate in the soil and hence to have a toxic effect 
on plants and potentially enter the human food chain. Hence toxicological studies 
on oxo-degradable plastics have also been reviewed. 

Other issues examined are re-use of oxo-degradable bags and end-ofïlife scenarios 
including recycling (i.e. the impact of oxo-degradables on mechanical recycling), 
incineration and also landfill.  

The key findings and recommendations of the report are summarised below. 

1. Key findings  
 
The overall conclusion of this review is that incorporation of additives into petroleum-
based plastics that cause those plastics to undergo accelerated degradation does not 
improve their environmental impact and potentially gives rise to certain negative 
effects. 
 
(a) Degradation and biodegradation 
 

                                                      

 
1  Oxidative degradation is a complex series of chemical reactions in which the long chains of polyethylene molecules are 

broken down into shorter lengths by the action of oxygen, ultra-violet light and/or heat). 
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¶ The length of time to degradation of oxo-degradable plastic cannot be 
predicted accurately because it depends so much on the environmental conditions. It 
is suggested that oxo-degradable plastics left in the open environment in the UK 
degrade to small fragments within 2 to 5 years. 
 

¶ Oxo-degradable plastics are not compostable, according to established 
international standards EN13432 and ASTM 6400.  Oxo-degradable plastics should 
not be included in waste going for composting, because the plastic fragments 
remaining after the composting process might adversely affect the quality and 
saleability of the compost.  

 

¶  It is thought that labelling the oxo-degradable plastics as biodegradable can 
lead to confusion on the part of consumers, who may assume that óbiodegradable 
plasticsô are compostable. This may lead to contamination of the composting waste-
stream with oxo-degradable plastics. 
 

¶ Biodegradation of oxo-degradable plastics can only occur after they have 
fragmented and then proceeds very slowly, for example, at a rate many times slower 
than that of a compostable plastic. 
 

¶ The fact that the term ñbiodegradableò can be applied to materials with 
extremely widely differing rates of biodegradation demonstrates that the term is 
virtually meaningless unless the rates of biodegradation and conditions under which 
it is measured are specified, preferably with reference to a widely recognised 
standard.    

 
 

(b) Bio-accumulation of plastic fragments in the environment 
 
The fate of plastic fragments that remain in the soil is an area of uncertainty. 
Although these are regarded as beneficial by the producers, concerns have been 
raised that these particles of plastic may be ingested by invertebrates, birds, animals 
or fish. No evidence was found in this study that oxo-degradable fragments have a 
harmful bio-accumulative effect but neither was there evidence that they do not. 
 
(c) Toxicological Impact 
 
No evidence of a toxicological impact of oxo-degradable additives was found in this  
review.  It is concluded that the transition metals used are present in such small 
amounts that they will not significantly increase the concentrations naturally present 
in the soil at expected levels of usage. 
 
(d) Re-use 
 
The fact that they are degradable limits the re-use of oxo-degradable bags: they are 
unsuitable for storing items for an extended length of time. 

 
(e) Recycling 
 
Oxo-degradable plastics are not suitable for recycling with main-stream plastics. The 
recyclate will contain oxo-degradable additives that will render the product more 
susceptible to degradation. Although the additive producers suggest that stabilisers 
can be added to protect against the oxo-degradable additives, it would be 
problematic for recyclers to determine how much stabiliser needs to be added and to 
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what extent the oxo-degradable plastic has already degraded.  On this basis it seems 
unreasonable to claim recyclability of oxo-degradable plastics in existing recycling 
streams. 
 
 
(f) Disposal ï Incineration and Landfill 
 
The potential for problems to be caused by incorrect disposal of oxo-degradable 
plastics means that any packaging should be clearly labelled with the appropriate 
means of disposal. Life cycle analysis suggests that the best means of disposal for 
oxo-degradable plastics is incineration. If incineration is not available then landfill is 
the next best option.   
 
There is a lack of evidence about what actually happens to oxo-degradable plastics 
in landfill. It is possible that they will degrade in landfill sites if sufficient oxygen is 
present but the most likely scenario is that they remain un-degraded.  
 
(h) Litter 
Some oxo-degradable producers maintain that their products are a solution to the 
littering problem because oxo-degradable packaging will eventually degrade and 
then biodegrade.  However, as the plastics will not degrade for approximately 2-5 
years, they will still remain visible as litter before they start to degrade.   

 
 

2. Recommendations 
 
The recommendations regarding oxo-degradable plastics made on the basis of all 
the evidence reviewed in this study from the peer-reviewed literature, non-peer-
reviewed literature (reports and websites) and also from stakeholder interviews are 
given below. 
 
Å The term óbiodegradableô does not indicate the environment or timescale 
required for biodegradation to occur and is therefore problematic for labelling 
packaging. There are two possible solutions to this:- 
 

(i) One solution is that if the term óbiodegradableô is used then it is 
necessary to define the disposal environment, extent of biodegradation in a 
short given time period or the time taken to complete biodegradation.  
(ii) The other solution is not to use the term óbiodegradableô for labelling 
packaging at all, but to only label with instructions on the means of disposal. 

 
Å The fate of oxo-degradable plastic after it has fragmented to a fine powder is 
not clear. Therefore it is recommended that further research is carried out to 
determine whether complete degradation to carbon dioxide and water is achieved, 
and if so, over what time scale.  If the fine particles are found to persist in the 
environment for a long period of time, research should be carried out to determine 
the effect of the particles on the wider environment.  
 
Å The uncertainties surrounding the effect of oxo-degradable plastics on the 
conventional plastics recycling process means that the safest solution is to keep oxo-
degradable plastics out of mainstream plastics recycling processes. 
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1 Introduction and objectives 

1.1 Introduction  

 

The subject of this study is oxo-degradable plastics and their impact (positive or negative) on 
the environment. Oxo-degradable plastics are mostly made of polyethylene (PE) but may be 
made of polypropylene (PP). They are plastics that contain special additives that cause them 
to degrade after a certain amount of exposure to either sunlight or heat. The time over which 
the degradation process takes place depends on the concentration of additive in the plastic 
and the amount of sunlight and/or heat to which it is exposed.  
 
The aim of this research project is to review existing data and published research on the 
environmental impact of oxo-degradable plastics during their whole life cycle. In addition to 
the hard data and evidence collected in reviewing the published literature, the project has 
also involved interviewing stakeholders. The reason for engaging with stakeholders has 
been to gauge perceptions of the environmental impact of these materials. The stakeholders 
have included additive manufacturers and masterbatch producers, retailers, end-users and 
those involved in end-of-life issues such as recycling and composting. 
 
A key driver for this project was to assess the evidence behind the claims being made about 
oxo-degradable plastics. They are variously described as ó100 % degradableô or ó100% 
biodegradableô but it is not clear what is meant by this. What is the evidence that these 
materials actually degrade or biodegrade and under what conditions and over what 
timescale?  
 
 

1.2 Objectives 

 
The purpose of the research is to assess the environmental impact (both positive and 
negative) of oxo-degradable plastics. The specific objectives of the project are enumerated 
below:- 
 

1. To gather and review existing data, research and stakeholder views on the 
environmental impact of oxo-degradable plastics across their life-cycle. 

 
2. To assess the evidence of the impact of oxo-degradables on the environment 

considering the following :- 
 

¶ What happens to the polymers and metal salts after the oxo-degradable plastics 
disintegrate? 

¶ Are the claims that oxo-degradable plastics degrade or biodegrade completely, often 
within a certain timeframe, accurate?  What is the evidence to support this? 

¶ How do oxo-degradable plastics affect the recycling stream? Do they contaminate 
recycling and affect the value or application of the recycled product?  

¶ How do oxo-degradable plastics behave in, and affect, other disposal environments 
such as composting and landfill? 

¶ What is the wider effect of oxo-degradable plastics if they are left to degrade the 
natural environment? This addresses issues such as toxicity and bioaccumulation. 
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¶ How would the environmental impacts of an oxo-degradable product compare with 
the environmental impacts of the same product without the additive? 
 

3. To identify any deficits of information that prevent a completely confident assessment 
being made 

 
The main focus of the study has been evidence for degradability, biodegradability, bio-
accumulation, toxicity and the impact on recycling. Hence, in the conclusion and results 
sections (sections 2 and 4), the work is considered under these headings. 

1.3 Context 

To set oxo-degradable plastics in context, some information is given here about the types of 
additives used and the applications that have been developed so far. 
 
The additives used in oxo-degradable plastics are usually metal salts of carboxylic acids or 
dithiocarbamates. The additive producers do not precisely disclose the concentration or 
types of metals used (Annex C) but it seems from the literature that the metals are typically 
transition metals, such as iron, nickel, cobalt and manganese. The additives catalyse the 
break-down of the long molecular chains in the plastic material (whether polyethylene or 
polypropylene or polystyrene). This degradation process is caused by the action of oxygen 
and ultra-violet light and/or heat. The reaction is accelerated by the metal ions present. This 
causes the plastic to become brittle and fragment into small pieces, which then become 
distributed in the environment. 
 
The sorts of applications in which oxo-degradable additives are utilized are plastic films in a 
range of products for agricultural, packaging and waste disposal applications. The reason for 
using them is that they cause premature degradation of the product.  
 
One application is agricultural mulching films for growing a whole range of fruits and 
vegetables. These are used in various parts of the world to provide a controlled environment 
for crop growth e.g. conserving water or protecting against frost. The use of oxo-degradable 
additives is purported to cause disintegration of the film at the end of the growing cycle and 
hence it does not need to be collected, thus saving time and money for farmers.  Note that 
the Environment Agency (EA) has banned the ploughing in of these materials in the UK. 
 
Other potential agricultural uses are silage wrap, grow bags and plant pots ï the latter being 
made of polystyrene1

 

.  Another major use of oxo-degradables is in plastic carrier bags and some other forms of 
plastic bags used for packaging either food or clothes.  
 
Some very specific claims are made on these products, indicating that there is an 
environmental benefit in their use. For example: this bag is made from 100% biodegradable 
plastic;  this bag is 100% degradable and recyclable; this bag is made from 100% 
degradable polythene ï it will totally degrade after 12 to 18 months of being buried in the 
ground. See Figure 1.1 below. Such claims may give rather confusing messages to the 
public in terms of the use, re-use and disposal of this type of packaging. 
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Figure 1.1. Examples of Claims made on Oxo-degradable Plastic Packaging 
 
Another major application is in packaging used for waste disposal, such as refuse sacks and 
composting sacks2

 

. The functionality of these products relies on their degradability and biodegradability, which 
is discussed in detail in the other parts of this report. See section 4 and Annex C. 
 
Evidence for degradation of oxo-degradable packaging is not difficult to come by and there is 
no doubt that when exposed to sunlight for an extended period of time, the plastic will 
become embrittled and fragment, as illustrated in Figure 1.2 below. Obviously, the time 
required depends on the strength of the sunlight and will clearly be much quicker in the 
Middle East, for example, than in the temperate climate of northern Europe. 
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Fig 1.2. Illustrating Degradation of an Oxo-degradable Carrier Bag 
 
The chemical mechanism by which this fragmentation process takes place is known as 
oxidative degradation and it has been studied for many years. It is widely reported and 
accepted in the scientific literature3.

 

 
Less clear is the extent to which these fragments of plastic are biodegradable i.e. capable of 
being metabolised by microbes and converted into carbon dioxide and water. Investigation of 
this evidence has formed a major part of the current report. 
 
Detailed information about the size of the market for these materials is outside the scope of 
this report. Although information from two of the major producers suggests that the market is 
increasing in volume and in geographical spread.  One company has seen a spread of 
interest in North and South America, the Middle East, India and Eastern European countries. 
According to their website, another company sells their additive in 60 countries with 
thousands of tonnes of oxo-degradable product made per annum.   

1.4 Degradability, Biodegradability and Compostability 

The degradation of oxo-degradable plastics is due to a chemical process known as 
oxidative degradation, when the plastic is exposed to heat or light.   Oxidative degradation 
is a complex series of chemical reactions in which the long chains of polyethylene molecules 
are broken down into shorter lengths by the action of oxygen, ultra-violet light and/or heat. 
 
Biodegradation is a biological process that occurs only after the plastics have started to 
degrade.  A biodegradable plastic is defined in EN ISO 472:2001 as: ñdegradable plastic in 
which degradation results in lower molecular weight fragments produced by the action of 
naturally occurring microorganisms such as bacteria, fungi and algaeò.  In the American 
standard ASTM D 6400-04 it is defined as: ña degradable plastic in which the degradation 
results from the action of naturally occurring microorganisms such as bacteria, fungi and 
algaeò.  In both of these definitions, it is stated explicitly that the degradation is brought about 
by the action of living organisms rather than physical or chemical processes.   
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A compostable plastic is defined by the ASTM D 6400 standard as: ñA plastic that 
undergoes degradation by biological processes during composting to yield CO2, water, 
inorganic compounds and biomass at a rate consistent with other known compostable 
materials and leaves no visible, distinguishable or toxic wasteò. The process of composting 
is defined in the British standard PAS 100:2005 ñSpecification for Composted Materialsò as a 
ñprocess of controlled biological decomposition of biodegradable materials under managed 
conditions that are predominantly aerobic and that allow the development of thermophilic 
temperatures as a result of biologically produced heatò.   To be compostable, a plastic must 
biodegrade within 180 days.  
 

1.5 Disposal Routes 

The main disposal routes for plastics waste are: mechanical recycling; incineration (with or 
without energy recovery) and landfill. 
 
Recycling is the reprocessing of waste material, usually by combining it with fresh or óvirginô 
material in such proportions that the properties of the latter are not compromised.  There are 
currently limited facilities for recycling, although these are expected to increase as legislation 
on recycling becomes tighter.  Barriers to recycling include: the high volume to weight ratio 
of waste plastic, which makes it expensive to collect, store and transport; high levels of 
contamination, which compromise the quality of the recyclate; the wide range of plastics, 
which requires sorting and the low market price for recyclate.   
 
Incineration is a controlled burning process which destroys waste or transforms it into less 
hazardous or bulky constituents.  Energy from Waste (EfW) plants harness the heat from 
combustion to produce energy, thus the calorific value of the waste is of prime importance.  
At present, there are fifteen EfW plants operating in the UK.  However EfW plants are 
generally not received well by the public and are often associated with harmful emissions 
and greenhouse gases although these plants are tightly controlled by the Environmental 
Protection Act (1990) and EU directive 89/429/EEC.  The energy content of polyethylene is 
similar to that of the oil from which it is derived4. 

 
Landfill has been the most common means of waste disposal in the UK for many years, 
largely due its low cost and at one time, the ready supply of large holes left behind from 
quarrying.  However, the available landfill capacity is nearly all gone and concerns over the 
production of methane (a potent greenhouse gas) among other exudates from the sites has 
led to the Landfill Directive 99/31/EC which aims to reduce the amount of biodegradable 
waste going to landfill to 35% of the 1995 total by 2020. 
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2 Conclusions and interpretation 
 

The focus of this report is on the environmental impact of oxo-degradable plastics in the end-
of-life phase of the life cycle. Hence the conclusions from this report will concentrate on the 
end-of-life scenarios under the headings of degradation and biodegradation, bio-
accumulation, toxicological impact, recycling, littering and landfill. 
 
However, before focussing on end-of-life issues, it is worth summarising the evidence from 
the limited number of Life Cycle Analysis (LCA) studies that consider the environmental 
impacts of the production and use phases of oxo-degradable products. 
 

2.1 Production and in-use phase   

It is concluded that oxo-degradable polyethylene (PE) bags have the same effect on green-
house gas emissions and on depletion of resources (i.e. oil depletion) as do conventional 
single-use polyethylene bags. (Section 4.1.5 and Annex A6). Hence, in the production and 
use phases of the life-cycle, oxo-degradable PE bags are not considered to have a 
significantly better or worse environmental impact than conventional single-use PE bags. 
The reason for this is that, during the production and use phases, by far the largest 
contributing factor to the environmental impact is the energy and oil used in the production of 
ethylene and its conversion to polyethylene. 
 
In cases where the bag is being re-used, as in the óbag for lifeô, then the LCA study5 

concluded that the oxo-degradable bag and the single-use bag both have a more negative 
impact than the óbag for lifeô. 
  
During the use phase of the PE bags, it should be noted that the fact that they are 
degradable limits the re-use of oxo-degradable bags. For example, the bags will fragment 
into small pieces and are therefore not suitable for storing items in the home over timescales 
in excess of one to two years.  
 
Another point to make regarding the LCA of oxo-degradable bags is that because 
polyethylene is derived from oil, then, when these bags degrade to CO2, they are releasing 
fossil carbon into the atmosphere. Hence they have a more negative environmental impact 
during this phase of the life cycle compared with disposable bags made from biopolymers, 
which are derived from renewable biomass sources6. 
 
The oxo-degradable additive masterbatches are added at relatively low levels (usually 1 ï 5 
weight %) and of this only a fraction is the active ingredient (transition metal compound). The 
actual level of transition metal compound added to the end-product will vary according to the 
anticipated environmental conditions and the required time to degradation of the product. 
This information is not disclosed by the additive producers, but from examination of the 
patent literature7, 8 and discussion with stakeholders (Annex C) it is estimated to be between 

0.01 and 0.5 weight %. Given that the additives are used in very small amounts and are not 
considered harmful (see section 2.3 on toxicity below) it has not been found that these 
additives have a negative environmental impact in the production and use phase of the 
product life-cycle. 
 
The key difference between oxo-degradable plastics and non degradable conventional 
plastics is in the disposal or end of life.  Thus the effects at the óend of lifeô are described in 
detail below. 
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2.2 Degradation and Bio-degradation 

The most important parts of the study are the questions of the time scale over which oxo-
degradables degrade and the extent to which they are biodegradable.  
 
According to the additive producers, the time scale over which these materials degrade can 
be tailored according to the amount of additive in the formulation, particularly the active 
ingredient. Tests carried out under controlled conditions show this to be the case. However, 
the exact environment in which the product may end-up cannot be controlled, and so specific 
claims as to the time and extent of degradability cannot be justified. From discussion with 
stakeholders, it is suggested that degradation to small plastic fragments in the UK usually 
takes somewhere in the range of 2 to 5 years (section 4.3.1).    
 
There is no question that oxo-degradable products do degrade and fragment when exposed 
to sunlight and/or heat for an extended period of time. The mechanism by which this 
happens is well researched and reported9(also Annex A). There is a complex series of 

chemical reactions in which the long chains of polyethylene molecules are broken down into 
shorter lengths by the action of oxygen, ultra-violet light and/or heat and this process is 
catalysed and accelerated by the transition metal compounds. The resulting material 
becomes brittle and will disintegrate into small fragments. 
 
Much more questionable is whether these small fragments can be colonised and assimilated 
by microbes and therefore be described as biodegradable.  
 
Conversion of the polymer to carbon dioxide (CO2) is the most direct measurement of 
biodegradation. Therefore studies based on CO2 evolution give a much more reliable 
indication of biodegradability rather than those based on, for example, weight loss 
measurements or images showing that the surface of the plastic has been colonised by 
micro-organisms. From the peer-reviewed literature, there were a lot of articles investigating 
the chemical changes that take place in artificially weathered oxo-degradable PE, which is 
then incubated in soil or exposed to cultures of specific bacteria. Some studies10-13  

investigated the growth of selected bacteria and fungi on previously degraded oxo-
degradable polyethylene, where it was the only source of carbon. Very few studies14-18  

measured the extent to which the degraded polymer was converted by micro-organisms to 
carbon dioxide. (See results in section 4.1 and also Annex A1). 
 
In these studies the oxo-degradable plastic films are first exposed to artificial weathering 
conditions, either of ultra-violet light or of heat (70ºC), to accelerate the degradation process 
before biodegradation studies are carried out. It is not clear to what extent such accelerated 
weathering regimes correspond to or can be correlated with the conditions actually 
experienced in the environment. For this reason it is difficult to draw conclusions from these 
studies about the degree and timeframes for biodegradation of oxo-degradable plastics in 
the natural environment. 
 
There is limited evidence from published research work, sponsored by the producers, that 
previously degraded material can be converted to carbon dioxide after burial in soil. For 
example, the work of Chiellini and Corti19 has shown conversion of about 50% of the material 

to carbon dioxide, when oxo-degradable polyethylene samples were buried in the soil for a 
relatively long period of time (550 days). The samples had been subjected to thermal 
treatment to initiate the degradation process prior to the biodegradation study. (See 
discussion in section 4.1.1 and Annex A2.1). 
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Contrary to these results, an international study funded by the European Commission using 
a standard biodegradation test (ASTM D5988-96) reported that after a year the oxo-
degradable polyethylene had only converted to 15% carbon dioxide. This study by Feuilloley 
et al17 concluded that the oxo-degradable polyethylene mulch films underwent a very low 

degree of biodegradation in the standard tests. They also cited evidence of cross-linking 
between the molecular chains in the degraded polyethylene that may lead to fragments that 
can persist in the soil. This work is considered highly robust because it was part of an 
international programme using a number of standard test methods. (See section 4.1.1 and 
Annex A2.1). 
 
Another independent study20 carried out on behalf of the California Integrated Waste 

Management Board found that according to the biodegradation standard, ASTM D5338, the 
conversion of oxo-degradable plastic to carbon dioxide was about 2% over a 45 day test 
period compared with over 60% conversion for biodegradable plastics, such as polylactic 
acid. This study is regarded as highly robust: the experiments were run in triplicate and 
positive and negative controls were also run to ensure that the test system was valid.  
Moreover, trials in three commercial composting facilities that produce compost for sale to 
the public all reported that oxo-degradable plastic bags did not show any signs of 
degradation in timeframes of 120, 170 and 180 days. (See section 4.2.1 and Annex B1).  
 
After reviewing a large body of published literature (sections 4.1 and 4.2), it has been 
concluded that studies carried out according to international standards EN13432 and ASTM 
D6400 show that oxo-degradables cannot be described as compostable and to describe 
them as biodegradable is likely to be confusing to consumers, over the most appropriate 
disposal routes for these materials.   
 
This so called óbiodegradationô of oxo-degradable plastics is of particular concern to the 
organics recyclers, who are in the business of making and selling compost. The presence of 
contamination in the form of fragments of degraded plastic will adversely affect the quality 
and saleability of their product. Their experience of oxo-degradables is that they do not 
compost in industrial composting facilities. Such companies only want materials that are 
compostable according to the standard EN13432 to be allowed into the composting stream 
(section 4.3.1). In fact all stakeholders accept that oxo-degradable plastics do not pass the 
EN13432 compostability standard and, indeed, oxo-degradables are not claimed to be 
compostable.  There is, however, concern among the composters that an alternative 
composting or biodegradation standard may be put forward in the future, which oxo-
degradable plastics would be able to pass. This would then result in oxo-degradable material 
entering the composting stream. (Annex C6.1). 
 

2.3 Bio-accumulation of Plastic Fragments in the Environment 

 
An area of uncertainty is the fate of plastic fragments that remain in the soil. These are 
regarded as beneficial by the producers because they are claimed to add to the content of 
humus in the soil2. However, there is a lack of evidence about the environmental impact of 
oxo-degradable plastic fragments in the soil and a number of concerns have been raised. 
For example, these fragments might act to concentrate pesticide residues in the soil21. It is 

possible that they may become ingested by earthworms, other insects, birds or animals. 
Alternatively, they may enter watercourses and become ingested by fish or birds. It is also 
possible that they may find their way into the marine environment and become ingested by 
marine organisms22. There are also concerns that degraded fragments may become cross-
linked and hence persist in the environment17. (See section 4.1.2). 
 



 

13 

 

No evidence was found in this study that oxo-degradable fragments have a harmful 
bioaccumulative effect but neither was there evidence that they do not. It was therefore 
concluded that this is a topic requiring more research. 
 

2.4 Toxicological Impact   

 

No evidence of a toxicological impact of oxo-degradables has been found in this literature 
review.  
 
Research into the toxicological impact of oxo-degradable additives has been carried out by 
the University of California and also by the manufacturers of one additive (Section 4.2.3 and 
Annex B). The effect of compost derived from oxo-degradable polyethylene on the 
germination and growth of seeds from various plants was examined and no adverse effects 
were found. Both tests were carried out according to standard procedures (ISO 11269) and 
are therefore considered to be highly robust. No evidence was found of the toxicological 
impact on animals. 
 
Concerns have been raised about release of óheavy metalsô from the oxo-degradable 
additives into the soil. The additive producers respond to this by saying that the metals used 
are transition metals (iron, nickel, cobalt and manganese) and are not ñheavyò metals. 
Moreover, they are present in such small quantities that they will not significantly increase 
the concentrations of the metal ions already present in the soil. Their claims are supported 
with results from trials and calculations based on expected levels of usage. These claims 
seem reasonable and no evidence has been found in this study to dispute them. (Section 
4.3.2). 
 

2.5 Post Consumer Recycling 

 

 According to the producers and suppliers, oxo-degradables are claimed to be recyclable 
(i.e. capable of being recycled). This is strictly true in the sense that, even if degradation has 
started to take place, it is still possible to re-melt the polyethylene and re-process it together 
with other recycled material. However, there is an obvious concern from plastics recyclers 
that the presence of oxo-degradables in the recycling stream will have an adverse effect on 
the quality and usability of the product. It is quite clear that the product will be more prone to 
degradation, which will be particularly damaging for long-life applications such as 
membranes used in construction, and medium-life applications, such as garden furniture. 
The additive producers suggest that stabilisers can be added to offset the effect of the oxo-
degradable additive, but the problem then arises as to the quantity of stabiliser required. 
Also, if the oxo-degradable plastic has already undergone degradation, this process will not 
be reversed by addition of stabiliser. It has been concluded on this basis that it is 
unreasonable to claim that oxo-degradable plastics are recyclable in existing recycling 
streams. (See section 4.3.4). 
 
In the course of this study, it was difficult to find evidence of the impact of oxo-degradables 
on the recycling stream.  At present there seems to be very little post-consumer recycling of 
the sort of plastic film products where oxo-degradable plastics are usually used. This is 
mainly because such material is difficult to collect, is generally of poor quality and is 
therefore not economically viable for recyclers. Hence, at present, any deleterious effect is 
limited. (Annex C6.4).   
 



 

14 

 

There is another more far-reaching concern, that now that this technology is being 
developed for use in other plastics, such as polyethylene terephthalate (PET), and for other 
applications, such as bottles, then there is more potential for a negative impact on the quality 
of recycled plastic from existing recycling schemes23, 24.  

 

2.6 Littering 

Littering is an aspect about which it was difficult to acquire robust evidence. The oxo-
degradable producers maintain that their products are a solution to the littering problem 
because oxo-degradable packaging will eventually degrade and then biodegrade. Some 
retailers are concerned that oxo-degradable carrier bags are less likely to be re-used by the 
public and it is much better to promote the concept of good quality multi-use carrier bags. 
There is also concern that oxo-degradable carrier bags may promote littering if the public are 
told that these bags are biodegradable.  
 
There was not found to be any robust evidence that the type of carrier bag (oxo-degradable 
or not) affects the way in which they are disposed of by the public. The perceived amount of 
litter may be reduced by the use of oxo-degradables because after embrittlement takes 
place the bags become fragmented and disperse. Whether this is actually beneficial or 
harmful for the environment depends on what happens to the plastic fragments. As 
discussed in section 2.2 above, there is very little robust evidence for the fate of oxo-
degradable fragments and this is an area identified as requiring further research.  
Nevertheless, as the plastics will not degrade for 2-5 years the plastics will still cause litter 
within this timeframe.   
 

2.7 Landfill 

 

There is only a limited amount of information about what, if anything, happens to oxo-
degradable plastics in landfill sites. Two reports are discussed in section 4.2.1 and in Annex 
B1 and Annex B2. Results from these are summarised briefly below. 
 
A landfill study carried out by the University of California20 (Annex B1) has reported that oxo-

degradable PE did not undergo anaerobic biodegradation (biodegradation in the absence of 
air) during the study period of 43 days. A control sample of paper did biodegrade under the 
same anaerobic conditions to produce methane gas. This supports claims from the 
producers of oxo-degradables that these products will not emit methane in anaerobic 
conditions in landfill sites (Annex B5). However, 43 days is a rather short time and further 
evidence would be required to confirm that oxo-degradable PE will not emit methane in 
landfill sites. 
 
A second landfill study is reported in Annex B2. This relates to aerobic conditions i.e. where 
air is available near the surface of the landfill. There is evidence from this study that oxo-
degradable PE will continue to degrade in a landfill site where sufficient oxygen is available. 
However, there are some unexplained contrary results in this study and so it is regarded to 
be of low robustness and there is some doubt over the general applicability of the findings. 
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2.8 Conclusions 

The overall conclusion of this review is that incorporation of additives into petroleum-based 
plastics that cause those plastics to undergo accelerated degradation does not improve their 
environmental impact and potentially gives rise to certain negative effects. 
 

2.8.1 Degradation and biodegradation 

 
a) The length of time to degradation of oxo-degradable plastic cannot be predicted 

accurately because it depends so much on the environmental conditions. It is suggested 
that oxo-degradable plastics left in the open environment in the UK degrade to small 
fragments in 2 to 5 years.   
 

b) Biodegradation of oxo-degradable plastics can only occur after they have fragmented  
and then proceeds very slowly, for example, at a rate many times slower than that of a 
compostable plastic. 
 

c) Oxo-degradable plastics are not compostable, according to standards EN13432 and 
ASTM 6400. Oxo-degradable plastics should not be included in waste going for 
composting, because the plastic fragments remaining after the composting process will 
adversely affect the quality and saleability of the compost.  It is thought that labelling the 
oxo-degradable plastics as biodegradable may lead to confusion on the part of the 
consumer and possible contamination of the composting waste-stream with oxo-
degradable plastics. 

 
d) The fact that the term ñbiodegradableò can be applied to materials with extremely widely 

differing rates of biodegradation demonstrates that the term is virtually meaningless 
unless the rates of biodegradation and conditions under which it is measured are 
specified, preferably with reference to a widely recognised standard.    

 

2.8.2 Bio-accumulation of plastic fragments in the environment 

 
The fate of plastic fragments that remain in the soil is an area of uncertainty. Although these 
are regarded as beneficial by the producers, concerns have been raised that these particles 
of plastic may be ingested by insects, birds, animals or fish. No evidence was found in this 
study that oxo-degradable fragments have a harmful bio-accumulative effect but neither was 
there evidence that they do not. 
 

2.8.3 Toxicological Impact 

No evidence of a toxicological impact of oxo-degradable additives was found in this literature 
review.  It is concluded that the transition metals used are present in such small amounts 
that they will not significantly increase the concentrations naturally present in the soil at 
expected levels of usage. 
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2.8.4 Re-use 

The fact that they are degradable limits the re-use of oxo-degradable bags: they are 
unsuitable for storing items for an extended length of time. 
 

2.8.5 Recycling 

Oxo-degradable plastics are not suitable for recycling with main-stream plastics. The 
recyclate will contain oxo-degradable additives that will render the product more susceptible 
to degradation. Although the additive producers suggest that stabilisers can be added to 
protect against the oxo-degradable additives, it is problematic to determine how much 
stabiliser needs to be added and to what extent the oxo-degradable plastic has already 
degraded. 
 

2.8.6 Disposal 

The potential for problems to be caused by incorrect disposal of oxo-degradable plastics 
means that any packaging should be clearly labelled with the appropriate means of disposal. 
Life cycle analysis suggests that the best means of disposal for oxo-degradable plastics is 
incineration.  If incineration is not available then landfill is the next best option. 
 

2.9 Recommendations 

The recommendations regarding oxo-degradable plastics made on the basis of all the 
evidence reviewed in this study from the peer-reviewed literature, non-peer-reviewed 
literature (reports and websites) and also from stakeholder interviews are given below. 
 

¶ The term óbiodegradableô does not indicate the environment or timescale required for 
biodegradation to occur and is therefore problematic for labelling packaging. 

 
 There are two possible solutions to this:- 

 
(i) One solution is that if the term óbiodegradableô is used then it is necessary to 

define the disposal environment, extent of biodegradation in a short given 
time period or the time taken to complete biodegradation.  

(ii) The other solution is not to use the term óbiodegradableô for labelling 
packaging at all, but to only label with instructions on the means of disposal. 

 

¶ The fate of oxo-degradable plastic after it has fragmented to a fine powder is not 
clear. Therefore it is recommended that further research is carried out to determine 
whether complete degradation to carbon dioxide and water is achieved, and if so, 
over what time scale.  If the fine particles are found to persist in the environment for a 
long period of time, the potential for harm is such that research should be carried out 
to determine the effect of the particles on plants,  invertebrates and animals.  

¶ The uncertainties surrounding the effect of oxo-degradable plastics on the 
conventional plastics recycling process means that the safest solution would be to 
keep oxo-degradable plastics out of mainstream plastics recycling processes.  
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3 Methods and approach 

 

3.1 Literature Reviews 

An extensive survey of the peer-reviewed, scientific literature was carried out on oxo-
degradable plastics. Literature searches were carried out using the following databases: 
CSA, Web of Science, Esp@ce Patent Database and Google Scholar. Initial search terms 
were selected to give as wide a spread of results as possible.  From the initial results, more 
selective terms were introduced to give a more manageable list of óhitsô from which to work.  
From these results, working bibliographies were selected, containing all the articles to be 
analysed for the report. 
 
Papers from the peer-reviewed literature are discussed in the Results Section 4.1 and in 
Annex A. 
 
Other literature reviewed in this report is described as ónon-peer reviewedô. This was found 
from websites and other sources in the public domain. This series of studies is reviewed in 
the Results Section 4.2 and in Annexes B1 ï B5. These mainly take the form of specially 
commissioned studies and are an important source of information. 
 

3.2 Stakeholder views 

The views of various stakeholders were obtained by interviews carried out face-to-face, over 
the telephone or via e-mail.  Stakeholders were encouraged to provide evidence for their 
views where possible and were asked to justify their opinions. Some stakeholders had 
significant amounts of information on their websites and this provided a good source of 
material. 
 
The nature of the questions and topics of conversation varied with the type of stakeholder 
and some examples are given below.  It was made clear that the information would be used 
to prepare a report that would be widely available and probably published on the DEFRA 
Website. 
 

3.2.1 Producers of Additives 

Seven producers of oxo-degradable additives were contacted and asked:- 
 

1. To provide as much information as possible about the content of the additives  
2. Their opinion on the effect of the degradation products of an oxo-degradable plastic 

on the environment 
3. How long they thought oxo-degradable plastics would persist before breaking down 

in the environment 
4. Whether they thought oxo-degradable plastics were  biodegradable 
5. What they believed the effect would be if oxo-degradable plastics were added to a 

plastics recycling stream. 
6. Where they believed the use of oxo-degradable plastics lay in relation to recycling of 

conventional plastics and the use of biopolymers.  
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3.2.2 Retailers 

 
Eight major retailers were contacted for their views on oxo-degradable plastics, including 
both those who use and those who do not use oxo-degradable plastics.  
 
Retailers were asked about the following:- 

1. On what basis they made their choice to either use or not use oxo-degradable 
packaging? (e.g. survey of customer opinion, result of their own research into best 
environmental option). 

2. Their opinions of relative advantages/disadvantages of oxo-degradable plastics 
compared with other approaches ï e.g. recycling, re-usable bags. 

3. Whether they used oxo-degradable packaging and if so, for what type of product 
(e.g. carrier bags, fresh food packaging). 

4. If they used oxo-degradable packaging, whether they labelled it as such and whether 
they gave instructions to the consumer on how to dispose of it. 

5. Whether they had any feedback from customers or others regarding oxo-degradable 
plastics for example, with regard to littering. 

 

3.2.3 Business Organisations 

The organisations contacted were as follows:- 

¶ The British Plastics Federation (BPF) ï Biobased and Degradable Plastics Group. 
Contact was made with individual members of this group. 

¶ British Plastics Recycling Council  

¶ Re-coup 

¶ The Packaging and Films Association (PAFA) 

¶ Plastics Consultancy Network (via BPF) for information on processing of oxo-
degradable polyethylene. 

 
The organisations were asked for their opinions on the environmental effects of oxo-
degradable plastics and their possible impact on recycling of plastics.  
 
3.2.4 Agricultural users 
 
The National Farmers Union was contacted to find their views on the application of oxo-
degradable plastics in agricultural applications such as mulch. 
 
They were asked to what extent the oxo-degradable plastics broke down and whether there 
was any evident build-up of plastic particles in the soil.  They were also asked if they knew of  
any effects on plant growth that could be attributed to the oxo-degradable plastics.   
 
3.2.5 Organics recyclers 

 
The Association for Organics Recycling (formerly The Composting Association) and an 
organics recycling company were asked for their views on how they thought oxo-degradable 
plastics affected their sector. 
 
They were asked if:- 

1. There were policies regarding the admission of oxo-degradable plastics to 
composting facilities. 

2. They had observed that oxo-degradable plastics broke down during composting 
3. Oxo-degradable plastics adversely affect the composting process 
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4 Results 

 

4.1 Results of the Peer-reviewed Literature Survey 

 

4.1.1 Biodegradability 

 

There are a limited number of reviews covering the subject of biodegradable plastics or oxo-
degradable polyethylenes in particular. The review by Kyrikou25 addresses the question as to 

what is an acceptable timescale for biodegradation and how it should be measured.  A paper 
given by Narayan21 sets out the case for the measurement of evolved carbon dioxide when 

the polyethylene is incubated in a soil or compost as the true measure of biodegradability.  In 
the same review, Narayan, maintains that claims that a plastic will óeventually degradeô 
without specifying a timescale are unacceptable: 
 

ñSpecifying time to complete biodegradation or put in a better way time to complete 
microbial assimilation of the test plastic in the selected disposal environment is an 
essential requirement ï so stating that it will eventually biodegrade or it is partially 
biodegradable or it is degradable is not acceptable.ò21 

 
In view of the above, the most robust data for the purpose of this survey would satisfy the 
following conditions: 
 

1. The tests were performed according to international or national standards defined by 
standards bodies such as the International Standards Organisation (ISO), the 
American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) and the European Organisation 
for Standardisation (EN). 

 
2. The tests were carried out with sufficient replicates to enable some estimate of the 

variability to be made. 
 

3. The methods and test results are published in peer-reviewed journals, where the 
article has been read and commented on by experts in the subject who have then 
approved that the article be published. 

 
There is very little peer-reviewed literature that presents data on the biodegradation of oxo-
degradable polyethylene, where the biodegradation has been followed by measuring the 
carbon dioxide released by the polymer.  In these tests, the sample would be incubated in 
either soil or compost in a closed vessel through which air is passed.  The exhaust air would 
be sampled for carbon dioxide.  Where no biodegradable material is present, the carbon 
dioxide emissions would be low and this would be considered the óbackgroundô or ócontrolô 
level.  Where a biodegradable material is present, the carbon dioxide emissions would be 
higher and the difference between this higher value and the control represents the carbon 
dioxide produced as a result of biodegradation of the sample.  It is important to have two 
other controls: a positive control, which is a sample of material that would be definitely 
known to degrade, such as cellulose and a negative control which would consist of a 
material that would not be expected to degrade.  Polyethylene is often used as a negative 
control.  
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Although many reports in the peer-reviewed literature include óbiodegradationô in the title, the 
meaning of the term is flexible.  For example, some studies26, 27 use the term to  refer to 

evidence of microbial growth on the surface of the polymer whereas other studies use the 
term to indicate that the PE samples were subjected to a biotic environment (soil, compost) 
as part of the experimental procedure28.   

 
It is claimed by the manufacturers of oxo-degradable polyethylene that this material 
becomes biodegradable after a suitable period of exposure to ultraviolet light, or elevated 
temperature.  The former treatment may be referred to as óphotodegradedô or óphoto-
oxidisedô while the latter may be referred to as óthermally activatedô or óthermally oxidisedô.  
 
In a report published in 199429, two samples of oxo-degradable polyethylene from different 

manufacturers were exposed to sunlight for 6 and 12 weeks before being subjected to soil 
burial for 3 months during which the evolved carbon dioxide was measured. The exposure 
was carried out to ASTM D1346-75, which stipulates the conditions for testing the outdoor 
weathering of plastics.  This is the only account of a test where the materials were subjected 
to an environmental exposure to ultraviolet light before the soil burial.  In all other studies 
reviewed in this report, the material had been exposed to ultraviolet light in laboratory 
conditions. The authors calculated how much of the oxo-degradable polyethylene carbon 
had been converted to carbon dioxide and found values of 3.5% and 4.5% for the two 
samples.  This was for samples that had been exposed for 6 weeks.  When the samples 
were exposed for 12 weeks, the amount of conversion were lower, being 2.9% and 1.5% 
respectively.  This result would suggest that increasing the exposure to sunlight had 
rendered the samples less biodegradable rather than more. 
 
There is only one report that tests the biodegradation of an oxo-degradable polyethylene by 
a standard method.  This was conducted by Feuilloley et. al.17.  In this study, three materials 

were tested: Mater-Bi (a blend of starch and a biodegradable polymer derived from 
petroleum); Ecoflex (a compostable synthetic polymer) and Actimais (polyethylene with a 
pro-oxidant additive).  These materials were tested by ten different standard ASTM, ISO and 
EN methods.  Further details of these tests are given in Annex A.   
 
The ASTM5988-96 test measures the carbon dioxide evolved by the test material when 
incubated in real soil.  In this test, the oxo-degradable polyethylene sample showed a 
biodegradation of 15% after 350 days of incubation, whereas the paper control sample 
showed a biodegradation of 90%.  Furthermore, the authors found that the evolution of 
carbon dioxide by the oxo-degradable polyethylene reached a maximum after 200 days and 
did not increase thereafter, in other words, a plateau was reached before seven months. In 
eight of the remaining nine tests, the biodegradation of oxo-degradable polyethylene varied 
from negative to a maximum of 1.8%.  The exception was the ñAgricultural soil testò where 
the sample was buried in real agricultural soil for 330 days.  In this test the apparent 
biodegradation was 90% although, as the authors commented, the assessment is made by 
visual inspection and it was found to be possible to extract significant quantities of 
microscopic fragments of undegraded oxo-degradable polyethylene from the soil after the 
test.  The implication of these fragments is discussed later in this section under the heading 
ócrosslinkingô.  
 
For comparison, the biodegradation of Mater-Bi was 75-88% and that of Ecoflex was 5-95% 
in all ten of the tests under the different standard methods. 
  
In a report published in 2003, Chiellini & Corti19 used a modified test to measure the ultimate 

biodegradability of natural, synthetic and semi-synthetic polymeric materials in soil and 
mature compost.  The original test was intended to measure the biodegradability of 
pesticides in soil. In the modified version, soil and compost samples were diluted with perlite 
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(an inert material often used in commercial compost) to ensure optimal conditions for 
microbial growth.  In this study, the material was incubated in a closed vessel for 550 days 
and the carbon dioxide produced was measured.  It is notable in this account that there is no 
description of the thermal treatment of the test specimen before the incubation although in 
the results section, the graph showing the carbon dioxide evolution refers to the samples as 
ñthermally oxidized LDPEò. Thus the implication is that the samples had been pre-treated by 
heating in order to activate the additive, but it is not known at what temperature and for how 
long.   The oxo-degradable polyethylene was tested at two concentrations: 22 and 45 mg of 
sample per gram of soil.  These are referred to as óreplicatesô by the authors despite the 
twofold difference in concentration.  
 
In biodegradation studies, there is very often a delay in the start of carbon dioxide evolution 
which is referred to as the ólag phaseô and is usually explained as the time taken for the 
microbial population to óadaptô to the new material, or substrate.  In the modified test of 
Chiellini and Corti, the biodegradation of the oxo-degradable polyethylene did not commence 
until after 150 days, whereas that of the paper control was less than 10 days.   The test ran 
for 567 days after which the biodegradation of the lower concentration of sample was 59% 
and that of the higher concentration was 47%.  It is difficult to say how these results can be 
translated to a real-life usage of the materials because of the lack of information as to the 
thermal pre-treatment. In other accounts, the typical temperatures used for thermal 
activation are in the range 50ęC to 70ęC and such temperatures are unlikely to be obtained in 
fields in the UK. 
 
Although there are very few published studies of the biodegradation of degradable 
polyethylene, the author E.Chiellini has produced a number of publications since 2007 and 
this could be an indication of increased activity in this field.  However, these studies are 
complicated by the fact that the polyethylene is extracted with solvents after thermal 
activation and the fractions are tested.  Thus, although a biodegradation of 60% is claimed 
for oxo-degradable polyethylene in one study16, this is actually for a low molecular weight 

fraction and is therefore not representative of the whole material.  
 
There are some reports of studies where the test material was incubated in microbial 
cultures to look for evidence of degradation.  These were not true biodegradation tests 
where evolved carbon dioxide was measured.  The results of these studies suggest that 
while microorganisms can colonise the surface of degradable polyethylene and can initially 
multiply, the growth rate soon drops.  This was explained by suggesting that the 
microorganisms were capable of feeding on the easily-degraded portion of the polyethylene, 
but that this is soon exhausted and the growth rate drops as this supply is depleted11.  

 
In conclusion, the peer-reviewed evidence based on standard methods suggests that the 
biodegradation of oxo-degradable polyethylene is no more than 15% after 350 days.  
Although a higher rate can be achieved this requires thermal activation and it is uncertain as 
to exactly what temperature is required to do this.  Even with thermal activation, there is a 
significant delay before the degradation commences.   
 

4.1.2 Evidence for cross-linking of oxo-degradable polyethylene  fragments 

 
Cross-linking is a chemical process in which long-chain molecules such as polyethylene can 
join ñside by sideò instead of ñend to endò. The result is that a molecule which starts as a 
straight chain can become branched.  If this reaction continues, the branched molecule 
becomes less easily broken down and also less soluble.  Thus polyethylene is soluble in 
certain organic liquids, but when it becomes cross-linked, it becomes insoluble and instead 
swells in the liquid without dissolving.  The oxidative degradation mechanism proposed by 
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Scott and others includes the possibility that polymer fragments can recombine and cross-
link30 .  The consequence of cross-linking between the molecular chains in the degraded 

polyethylene is that it may lead to fragments persisting in the soil. 
 
Feuilloley et. al.17 retrieved polyethylene fragments from soil that had an oxo-degradable 

polyethylene mulch applied 2 years previously. Fragments of 5-70um size were recovered 
but not quantified other than to be described as ónumerousô.  The authors suggested that the 
low solubility in hot xylene was strong evidence that the polyethylene in these fragments was 
cross-linked, possibly as a result of the degradation process.  This author suggested that the 
implications of crosslinking of the degrading polyethylene were rarely discussed and that the 
extent may well be underestimated. 
 
Further evidence for crosslinking comes from a study conducted in 1994 where 
photodegradable polyethylene samples were exposed to sunlight for 6 and 12 weeks before 
being subjected to a biodegradation assay29. The results indicated that the biodegradation of 
the 12-week sample was significantly lower than that of the unexposed sample and the 6-
week sample, suggesting that the longer exposure had made the material less 
biodegradable rather than more.  Other workers30 have suggested that the extent of cross-

linking depends on the film thickness, such that thicker films are more likely to crosslink than 
thinner films and that thermal treatments are also likely to lead to crosslinking reactions.  In 
this study, crosslinking was found to occur at 60ęC, which is the temperature achieved in the 
composting process. 
 

4.1.3 Bioaccumulation 

4.1.3.1  Evidence of Accumulation of Pro-oxidant Metals in Plants 

There are very few reports dealing with the possibility of bio-accumulation of pro-oxidant 
metals by plants, after oxo-degradable plastics have been applied.  However,  
Wolfe et. al.31 attempted to mimic the cumulative effect on a soil of applying a oxo-
degradable mulch annually for thirty years.  They added a single amount of photodegraded 
polyethylene that represented thirty years worth of annual use of degradable mulch film.  In 
this context, óphotodegradedô means that the plastic film had been exposed to ultraviolet light 
in order to degrade the polyethylene.   
 
The authors looked for two substances: the nickel, which is a metal used in the oxo-
degradable formulation and a substance called dithiocarbamate which is used to carry the 
nickel in the formulation.  The authors did not detect any dithiocarbamate residues in either 
the harvested crop or soil samples. There were no consistent differences in the amounts of 
nickel between the treated or the control crops and the treated soil and control soil samples.  
 
The material added in this study was photodegraded but had not necessarily been 
composted or exposed to soil.  This means that although the material had undergone 
degradation, this was not by the action of soil microorganisms and it is still unknown 
therefore, how the biodegraded material would act in this situation.  It is also unknown how 
such a system would respond to a repeated annual input of degradable polyethylene. 
 

4.1.3.2  Evidence for Accumulation of oxo-degradable polyethylene residues in organisms 

 
There are no reports of this in the literature. Although it has been shown that PE fragments 
of size 5-70um persist in the soil17 and are therefore of a size that could possibly be ingested 
by earthworms, this is an area where further research needs to be done. 
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4.1.3.3  Evidence for Concentration of Pollutants by oxo-degradable polyethylene Residues 

There is no direct evidence specific to the accumulation of pollutants by oxo-degradable 
polyethylene residues, although several authors have alluded to the possibility with plastics 
in general 3233 
.  
 
There is one study on the accumulation of marine pollutants by polypropylene resin pellets 
(so-called ónurdlesô) 34.  This study found that polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB), the pesticide 

DDE and nonyl phenols were concentrated from sea water by polypropylene pellets by a 
factor of x100,000 to x1,000,000.  There are no equivalent terrestrial-based studies on this 
area.  
 

4.1.4 Toxicological Impact 

 
A study on the effects of degradable municipal waste bags on windrow composting did not 
show any evidence of increase in transition metal content (copper & cobalt) of compost35.  

However, in this report it was noted that one effect of the presence of shreds of waste bags 
in the compost windrows was that the free drainage of water through the soil was impeded 
by the plastic shreds.   The composting process is very sensitive to moisture content and 
slows down in waterlogged material. 
 
Environmental toxicity of a substance is assessed by standard tests in which the substance 
is introduced to the environment of selected plant and animal species judged to be sensitive 
to pollutants.   The test plants used are cress and oat lentil while the earthworm is used as a 
sensitive indicator of the toxic effects of substances likely to end up in soil.  For assessment 
of toxicity to freshwater organisms, the microscopic organism Daphnia is used.  There is no 
published peer-reviewed evidence on the toxicity of compost to the organisms listed in the 
standard tests (Daphnia, earthworm, cress, oat lentil) although one article refers to these 
tests without giving any further details. 
 
Very little peer-reviewed published work has been done to assess the toxicity of the oxo-
degradable additives to plant, soil and freshwater organisms.  
 
There is only one peer-reviewed report that assesses the toxicity to plants of compost made 
from oxo-degradable polyethylene35 and this report did not find any toxic effect on tomato 

plants.   
 
Food Toxicity  
 
This review has not revealed any direct toxicity of degradable polyolefins.  Private tests 
carried out by Rapra on behalf of a producer of oxo-degradable plastics (see Annex B5) 
concluded that the materials tested passed the Food Migration standards stipulated by, for 
example,  Current European Directives 2004/19/EC2.  
 

                                                      

 
2 2004/19/EC Commission Directive of 1 March 2004 amending Directive 2002/72/EC relating to plastic materials and articles intended to come into contact with foodstuffs 
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4.1.5 Production and In-use Phase 

 
To date, there is one full Life Cycle Assessment carried out that includes oxo-degradable 
polyethylene bags and compares them to other polymers including poly(lactic acid) and non-
degradable polyethylene5.  The assessment indicated that the impacts at the production and 
in-use phase of oxo-degradable polyethylene were similar to those of non-degradable 
polyethylene.  The most serious negative impact of oxo-degradable polyethylene was on the 
depletion of resources of oil, coal and natural gas. 
 
In cases where the bag is re-used, as in the óbag for lifeô, then the LCA study5 concluded that 

the oxo-degradable bag and the single-use bag both have a more negative impact than the 
óbag for lifeô.  The fact that they are degradable limits the re-use of oxo-degradable bags. For 
example, the bags will fragment into small pieces and are therefore not suitable for storing 
items in the home over timescales in excess of one to two years.  
 
Nevertheless, the key difference between oxo-degradable plastics and non-degradable 
polyethelene is in its disposal, or óend of lifeô ï thus the focus of this review.   
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4.2 Non-Peer-Reviewed Literature 

 
The non peer-reviewed literature surveyed in this report consists mainly of material 
presented by oxo-degradable polyethylene additive manufacturers, and often available on 
their websites.  Most of the literature is in the form of technical reports which were 
commissioned by the manufacturers of the additives and prepared by independent 
consultants.   
 
The five sources of information listed below represent a balanced view of what is available in 
non-peer reviewed literature on the subject of the environmental impact of oxo-degradable 
plastics.  Each of the documents has been analysed in detail in Annex B and the main 
conclusions from the analysis are discussed in the following sections:  

1. A Performance Evaluation carried out by the University of California on behalf of the 
Integrated Waste Management Board of the State of California20 (Annex B1) 

2. An Evaluation of Degradability carried out by MJ Carter Associates36 
. This was based 

on a landfill trial located in Birmingham, UK (Annex B2). 
3. A report on a windrow composting trial carried out at Vienna Neustadt in Austria.   

(Annex B3). 
4. A report on a windrow composting trial in Wisconsin US.(Annex B4). 
5. A list of claims made on a company website, which refers to several technical 

reports, which were then obtained and examined in detail.  (Annex B5). 
 
 

4.2.1 Degradation and Biodegradation 

 
One of the issues concerning the degradation of oxo-degradable plastics is that it depends 
very much on environmental conditions.  Most oxo-degradable plastics would be expected to 
end up in landfill sites, so it is clearly important to understand the type of degradation that 
occurs in this environment.   
 
A landfill-based trial was conducted at a site in Birmingham (UK) over 14 months from 
January 2001 to March 200236.  The assessment was based on physical tests rather than 
appearance, however, the numeric data from this study were not available.  The main test 
was based on the melt flow index: this is a value that increases as a polymer degrades so 
that a high value is taken to indicate that degradation has taken place.  This trial also 
focused on whether a critical value of 30°C was reached in the landfill site during the testing 
period.  It was found that the critical temperature (30°C) was not reached until four months 
into the trial when one temperature probe registered this temperature.  After ten months into 
the trial (November), ten of the probes registered the critical temperature.  The molecular 
weight of one recovered oxo-degradable polyethylene sample was measured and it was 
found that the molecular weight had dropped to below the 5000 value required for 
biodegradation to take place.  The melt flow index results indicated that the oxo-degradable 
polyethylene material had degraded significantly ten months into the trial, because the melt 
flow index had increased by tenfold.  However, fourteen months into the trial, the melt flow of 
recovered samples had dropped and no explanation was given for this.  Furthermore, 
although it was noted that four out of nine recovered oxo-degradable polyethylene samples 
gave melt flow index values that were higher than the control materials, the values of the 
other five samples were not discussed.  The implication is that they were either equal to the 
control or greater.  The results of this trial do provide evidence for some molecular level 
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degradation in landfill but the unexplained contrary results cast some doubt over the 
certainty and broad applicability of the conclusions. 
 
Another study that may relate to the deeper levels of a landfill site, where anaerobic 
conditions are expected, was carried out by the University of California20 (Annex B1).  From 
the results it was concluded that oxo-degradable polyethylene did not undergo anaerobic 
biodegradation (biodegradation in the absence of air) after 43 days, whereas a control 
experiment using paper showed 6% anaerobic degradation (thus confirming the validity of 
the test).  This result supports claim 11 in Annex B5 that oxo-degradable additives will not 
emit methane in anaerobic conditions.   
 
Oxo-degradable plastic additive manufacturers and suppliers generally claim that oxo-
degradable plastics are bio-degradable, some even naming them ñoxo-biodegradableò.  
Claims of biodegradability are usually supported by reference to the results of experimental 
studies.  The credibility of the claims depends strongly on the relevance of the experimental 
conditions, the use of controls, the robustness with which the results were analysed and 
whether results have only been selectively referred to.  An example of a typical claim is 
given in claim 4 in Annex B5, where it is implied that the product will comply with a standard 
biodegradation test (ASTM6954-04).  The basis of the claim is that the molecular weight of 
the material has been reduced by heat treatment (70°C) to below a critical value of 5,000, 
the value required for biodegradation to commence.  However the report cited in support of 
this claim described what happened to three samples37.  One sample did indeed reach the 

value of 5,000 after 7 days at 70°C, however another sample heated for 9 days had a 
molecular weight greater than 5000 while another sample had a molecular weight of 12,000 
after treatment with ultraviolet light for 7 days.  There was therefore considerable variability 
in the behaviour of the samples and as no replicate measurements were performed, the 
evidence is of low robustness.  A further document cited in support of this claim appears to 
have been  prepared by an independent investigator.  This document presents microscope 
images showing that the surface of the samples had been colonised by microorganisms and 
suggests that some of the plastic mass had been removed as a result.  The conclusion that 
the samples would ñfully biodegradeò is based on these observations.  It also appears from 
this second report that the sample was tested for biodegradation by placing it in an outdoor 
fishpond.  In view of this and the lack of replicate measurements or any statistical analysis, 
this evidence again is of low robustness. 
 
A rare example of a more rigorous non-peer reviewed study is one carried out by the 
University of California20, where biodegradation was measured by the level of conversion of 

the material  to carbon dioxide (CO2), according to ASTM D5338.  The experiments were run 
in triplicate and positive and negative controls were also run to ensure that the test system 
was valid.  The finding was that over 45 days, whereas the degradation of the cellulose 
control was greater than 70%, that of the oxo-degradable polyethylene sample was 2.2%, 
while the blank value for the compost alone was 1.7%.  There are no other non peer-
reviewed reports of similar experiments, but this result can be usefully compared to that 
published by Feuilloley et al.17, which was a peer-reviewed study. 

 
A special case of biodegradation is composting, a significant distinction because it is a 
commercially important process.  Most oxo-degradable plastics are not claimed to be 
compostable.  For example, the makers of one additive state on their company website that 
their ñoxo-biodegradable plastics are not currently intended for compostingò (see Annex B5).  
Lack of compostability was confirmed in a trial involving three municipal composting facilities 
in California20 where the composting period ranged from 90 days to 180 days.  It was 

concluded that the oxo-degradable polyethylene samples tested did not significantly degrade 
during the course of the trials.  The conclusions were based on visual assessment of the 
samples and photographs of the materials before and after testing are shown in Annex B1.  
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4.2.2 Bioaccumulation 

 
There is very little in the non peer-reviewed literature on bioaccumulation. This is to be 
expected as such tests are often expensive to run.   
 
 

4.2.3  Toxicological Impact 

 
The toxicological impact of the oxo-degradable additives has been assessed by various 
bodies by evaluating the effect of compost derived from oxo-degradable polyethylene on the 
germination of various plant seeds. 
 
This has been done by the University of California20 and also by one manufacturer38, as 

asserted in claim 5 (Annex B5).   Both tests were carried out according to standard 
procedures.  The University of California found no evidence of toxicity to tomato, cucumber 
or cress seeds while the report cited in claim 5 (Annex B5) concluded that there were no 
adverse effects on either summer barley or cress and that the compost therefore met the 
requirements of EN13432.  As these tests were performed in strict accordance with standard 
procedures with the required number of replicates, the evidence here is considered to be 
highly robust. 
 
 

4.2.4 Recycling 

 
No non peer-reviewed articles were found on the subject of the effect of oxo-degradable 
plastics on melt recycling of conventional plastics.  The effect on the organics recycling 
(composting) process is discussed in the Degradation and Biodegradation section. 
 
 

4.2.5 Production and In-use Phase 

 
No non peer-reviewed evidence concerning life cycle analysis of oxo-degradable plastics 
was found. 
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4.3 Stakeholder Views 

 

4.3.1 Degradability and biodegradability 

 
There are two main areas of contention surrounding the degradability of oxo-degradable 
plastics.  One is the time scale over which they degrade and the other is the extent to which 
they are biodegradable. 
 
Some additive producers contend that the timescale of degradation can be quite closely 
controlled by tailoring the additive package for a particular application.  Examples of results 
from studies may support this (see Annex A and Annex B), however, by their nature, these 
studies are under controlled conditions.  In real life there is a wide range of environments 
that the plastic may pass through.  Some additive producers accept this point and admit that 
it is difficult to predict the time of degradation because it is dependent upon the 
environmental conditions.  Claims on packaging such as carrier bags, sometimes give a 
particular number of years by which time the plastic should have degraded.  The claims 
indicate to the consumer a degree of certainty that is probably not justified considering the 
range of possible locations where the plastic may end up.  The claimed degradation times 
are usually in the range of 2 to 5 years.   
 
The uncertainty of the extent of degradation in different environments is illustrated in the 
conflicting views of what happens in landfill.  Some stakeholders say that as landfill is an 
anaerobic environment, the oxo-degradable plastics will not degrade.  However, others say 
that at the early stages of land-filling the environment is aerobic and at a relatively high 
temperature, so that oxo-degradable plastics will degrade.   
 
There is little controversy about the early stage of degradation which leads to embrittlement 
of the plastic, followed by disintegration into smaller pieces.  However, there is much 
disagreement about what happens next.  The additive producers on the whole state that 
once the plastic has fragmented into a sufficiently fine powder it is then available as a 
substrate for organisms and is biodegradable, ultimately breaking down completely to 
carbon dioxide and water.  Their assertion of biodegradability is made clear in the fact that 
some of these materials are even termed oxo-biodegradable.  Many other stakeholders do 
not believe this claim but assume that the plastic remains in the environment essentially 
chemically unchanged but as a fine powder.  The distinction between the two points of view 
becomes important when the fate of any plastic powder that persists for a long period in the 
environment is considered.   The section on bio-accumulation (4.3.2) addresses this issue. 
 
A very particular and commercially important form of biodegradability is compostability.  
There are many waste management companies that take in organic waste and process it to 
make compost that can then be sold.  One concern of these composters is that of 
contamination of their input material by plastic of any kind, which might adversely affect the 
composting process and the resultant product.  Such companies are keen that only materials 
that are compostable according to the standard EN13432 should be allowed into the 
composting stream.  It is accepted by all stakeholders that oxo-degradable plastics do not 
pass this compostability standard and they are not generally claimed to be compostable.  
However, there is still unease among the composters that an alternative composting or 
biodegradation standard will be put forward that oxo-degradable plastics will pass and so 
open the door to this type of plastic entering the composting stream.  The composters are 
very much against any such loosening of standards since their experience of oxo-
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degradable plastics in composting systems is of incomplete degradation, which can lead to 
visible plastic remaining in the compost, adversely affecting its saleability.  For their part, the 
producers of oxo-degradable plastics state that their objective is to ensure degradation and 
biodegradation in the open environment, rather than in industrial composting processes.   
 
Another application where compostability has been an issue is in the use of agricultural 
mulch films.  The main reason for using them in these applications is that they can be 
disposed of in-situ and need not be removed and disposed of.  Citing their lack of 
compostability, the Environment Agency does not allow un-degraded oxo-degradable 
plastics to be returned to the soil by ploughing in.  This prohibition, fundamentally limits the 
application of these materials and  means that oxo-degradable mulch films have only been 
used in trials in the UK.  The NFU suggests that degradable mulch films that can be 
ploughed in are of potential benefit to the farmer, avoiding the need for collection and 
disposal that can be both costly and potentially damaging to the environment.  However, 
such films could only be used if they could be proved to be safe, to the satisfaction of the 
Environment Agency and if they could be proved to be effective in the field.  Farmers would 
do not want to risk losing single farm subsidy payments by carrying out practices not 
approved by the Environment Agency.  One producer of mulch films indicated that 
uncertainty about time to degradation would certainly limit the use in such applications. 
 

4.3.2 Bio-accumulation 

 
The additives used to make plastics oxo-degradable are usually metal salts of carboxylic 
acids.  Additive producers do not usually disclose which metal salts are used.  This has lead 
to claims that the environment will be contaminated by heavy metals when they are released 
by the degrading plastics.  The additive producers respond to this by saying that the metals 
are not ñheavyò metals and are present in such small quantities that they will not significantly 
increase the concentrations of the metal ions already present in the soil.  They have 
supported their claims with results from trials and calculations based on expected levels of 
usage. 
 
Another aspect of bio-accumulation is the plastic particles themselves.  It has been 
suggested that the plastic particles being hydrophobic could absorb and concentrate 
pollutants from the environment21.   This would also be true of any plastic particles, whether 
or not they were of oxo-degradable origin34.  Furthermore, even if such concentration of 

pollutants was to occur it is not clear that it would necessarily be detrimental to the 
environment.   There is a potential, rather than a proven risk, but some may consider that the 
precautionary principle should be applied. 
 

4.3.3 Toxicological Impact 

 
The additive manufacturers indicate that oxo-degradable plastics are non-toxic because of 
the many food contact and migration regulations that they comply with.  These claims of lack 
of toxicity are not generally in contention.  The possibility of toxicological impact when the 
metal ions are released into the environment, is discussed in section 4.3.2. 
 

4.3.4 Recycling 
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Additive producers and suppliers claim that oxo-degradable plastics are recyclable.  Strictly 
speaking this is true, however, recycling does not destroy the oxo-degradable function.  
There is therefore a concern among plastics recyclers that if oxo-degradable plastics are 
included among other plastics to be recycled, the product will also be prone to degradation.  
This could be particularly damaging for long-life applications such as membranes used in 
construction, where recycled plastic is often used.  The additive producers say that the oxo-
degradable function can be neutralised by the addition of sufficient stabilisers.  The problem 
for the recycler would be knowing how much stabiliser to add, given the unknowns such as 
proportion of oxo-degradable potential left in the material.  On this basis it seems 
unreasonable to claim recyclability of oxo-degradable plastics in existing recycling streams. 
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5 Limitations 

 

One of the major limitations that prevented very firm conclusions being drawn was the lack 
of hard evidence produced by systematic, well-controlled studies carried out by independent 
parties.  This is perhaps understandable because of the long time scales involved and the 
consequent high cost of such studies.  Some of the reports produced as evidence to support 
claims, of the additive manufacturers in particular, did not contain all the original data, 
leading to uncertainty about the robustness of the evidence.  A similar lack of robustness is 
apparent where evidence of potential harm caused by oxo-degradable plastics has been 
extrapolated from studies related only tenuously to oxo-degradable plastics.    
 
In the stakeholder study not all those contacted replied.  Most of those that responded had 
fairly strong and polarised views and it is possible that middle-ground opinion was under 
represented. 
 
Some very specific information on the composition of additives was not obtained because of 
the commercial sensitivity of the information.  In particular, this limits the inferences that can 
be made about the environmental impact of the additives in generic terms.  In the event of 
further research being carried out, more information on the range of compositions currently 
used would help to limit the number of materials that would need to be tested for their 
environmental impact.  
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6 Additional resources  
 
There are no additional resources. 
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Annex A:  Degradation Studies: Peer-Reviewed 
Literature 

 

6.1 Annex A1: Chemistry of Oxidative Degradation of Polyolefins 

 
The general scheme of polyolefin degradation, according to Scott9,39,40,41,42 and others43  is 

shown as follows: 
 
1. Initiation: polymer chains are sheared by heat, atmospheric oxygen or mechanical stress 
to give hydroperoxide [ROH(H2O)] groups by various reactions.   
 

RH (heat, O2, stress) Ÿ ROOH   1.1 
 

ROOH (heat and/or UV light) Ÿ ROÅ + ÅOH   1.2 
 
 PH Ÿ RÅ + POH(H2O)    1.3 
 
2. Propagation: 
 

RÅ + O2 Ÿ RO2Å       1.4 
 

RO2Å + RH Ÿ ROOH + RÅ    1.5 
 
3. Termination: 
 
 2 RÅ Ÿ R-R      1.6 
 
 RÅ + ROOÅ Ÿ ROOR     1.7 
 
 2 ROOÅ Ÿ O2 + ROH + R=O    1.8 
 
Where RH = polyolefin molecule 
 
It is claimed that the species ROÅ can then lead to production of biodegradable 
intermediates: 
 
ROÅ + RH Ÿ alcohols, acids, esters, ketones. 
 
The function of the metal ion soaps (e.g. cobalt stearate) is to catalyse the decomposition of 
the hydroperoxide groups.  The transition metals do not catalyse the initial cleavage of the 
polymer chain.   
 
Iron for example catalyses the decomposition by two processes: 
 

Fe2+ + ROOH Ÿ Fe3+ + ROÅ + OH-   1.6 
 

Fe3+ + ROOH Ÿ Fe2+ + ROOÅ + H+  1.7 
 
The above is an example of a redox couple (a transition metal in two oxidation states). 
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The so-called Scott-Gilead formulation is based on variations of the following composition7, 8: 

 

¶ An activating complex consisting of iron or cobalt complexed with acetylacetone.  
This acts as an initiator of photodegradation and thermal degradation. 

¶ A thermal stabilising complex consisting of zinc or nickel or cobalt complexed with 
one of the following: dialkyldithiocarbamate; dialkyldithiophosphate; alkylxanthate; 
mercaptobenzothiazole. 

 

Other reactions are possible which lead to larger molecules instead44
: 

 
Cross linking (a form of termination):   RÅ + RÅ Ÿ R-R 
 

Intra-molecular hydrogen transfer: -CH2-CH2-CHÅ-CH2- Ÿ -CH2-CHÅ-CH2-CH2- 

Inter-molecular hydrogen transfer:  RôÅ + Rôô Ÿ Rô  + RôôÅ 

Abstraction of hydrogen: -CH2-CH2-CH2-CH2- + HÅ Ÿ -CH2-CHÅ-CH2-CH2- +H2 

 

 

6.2 Annex A2: Evidence for Biodegradability 

6.2.1 A2.1: Laboratory Degradation Studies Based on Measurement of CO2 Evolution 
(Respirometric studies) 

 
Arnaud et. al.45 examined commercial photodegradable polyethylenes with respect to rate 

and extent of oxidation as measured by carbonyl formation, molar mass reduction and ability 
to support microbial growth.  

¶ These tests were performed on agar, not soil 

There is no reference to either O2 uptake or CO2 evolution: this was not therefore robust 
evidence for biodegradation. 
 
 
In a study by Orhan and Buyukgungor46, soil samples inoculated with P. chrysosporium were 

mixed with low-density polyethylene(LDPE)/starch blend films and biological changes of the 
films and soil were monitored for 6 months. The biodegradation of polyethylene starch blend 
film were determined by following changes in the physical, chemical and biological 
properties of the samples such as pH, biomass, CO2 formation, percentage elongation 
(which decreases with increasing degradation), relative viscosity (which decreases with 
increasing degradation) and Fourier Transform Infrared spectrum (FTIR), which can reveal 
chemical changes in the material related to degradation. 

¶ The test material contained 12% starch which could easily have accounted for the 
observed increase in CO2 production. 

¶ The test material did not undergo the thermal or photo activation that is claimed 
necessary for these materials, which is further evidence that the evolved CO2 was 
from the starch. 
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This was not therefore robust evidence for biodegradation. 
 
Chiellini & Corti19 used a modified experimental set-up normally used to examine pesticide 

degradation was adopted for testing the ultimate biodegradability of natural, synthetic and 
semi-synthetic polymeric materials on solid substrates such as soil and mature compost. 
The materials tested were polycaprolactone, PVAL, EVOH and LDPE and lignin graft 
copolymers. Soil and compost samples were diluted with perlite to ensure optimal conditions 
for microbial growth.  The CO2 evolution from LDPE  showed a lag phase of >150days 
(Figure 1).  After 567days the highest extent of biodegradation was 59% (initial inoculum 
22mgLDPE/g soil).  
 

¶ There was a considerable lag phase before biodegradation (as shown by CO2 
evolution) began. 

¶ The authors refer to the two levels of treatment (22 and 45 mg/g soil) as óreplicatesô 

¶ The paper control degraded from the start of the experiment. 

¶ The paper control was 70% degraded at the end of the experiment. 
 

 
Figure 1.  Biodegradation (as CO2 evolution) of thermally oxidised LDPE in a soil burial test

19
 

. 

 
It would appear that this experiment and its results are reported more than once in the 
literature elsewhere by the same authors14.  There is therefore some duplication of evidence 
in the literature and merely counting the number of references from an author would not 
necessarily give the most accurate record of the weight of evidence for biodegradation. 
 
In a later report in 2007 Chiellini et. al.47 report 60-70% conversion of oxo-degradable 

polyethylene to CO2 after 800 days soil burial following thermal treatment (55°C is inferred 
from cited prior publications by the same author) 
 
Chiellini et. al.16 reported 40-50% biodegradation of thermally oxidised (accelerated ageing 

at either 55°C or 70°C according to the author but not specified) oxo-degradable 
polyethylene films in river water.  The curves are reproduced in Figure 2 and Figure 3.  The 
shapes of the curves imply that the conversion to CO2 was reaching a maximum extent at 
around 50%.  However the highest degree of degradation is for extracts of the oxidised 
polymer which would have a lower molecular weight.  It should be noted that the 
biodegradation for the entire film in either figure was not more than 8%. 
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Although the study is well-presented, it is not robust evidence for biodegradability of the total 
material. 
 

 

Figure 2.  Biodegradation profiles of thermally treated FCB-ZSK15 films and acetone 
extracts in river water medium at room temperature. 

 

 

Figure 3.  Biodegradation profiles of thermally treated FCB-ZSK10 films and acetone 
extracts in river water medium at room temperature. 
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The most rigorous test on the biodegradability of oxo-degradable plastics (as found in this 
review) was conducted by Feuilloley et. al.17.  Three materials were tested, details of which 

are given in Table 1.  All materials were subjected to ten tests including EN and ASTM 
standard tests as detailed in Table 2.  The results were as follows: 
 

¶ Oxo-degradable polyethylene showed a biodegradation of <15% as measured by the 
respirometric test.  This is clearly shown in Figure 4  

¶ The paper positive control showed a biodegradation of >90%. 

¶ The biodegradation of Mater-Bi was 75-88% in all tests 

¶ The biodegradation of Ecoflex was 5-95% in all tests 

¶ The biodegradation of oxo-degradable polyethylene ranged from negative values in 
some tests to 1.8% in nine of the tests 

¶ The ñbiodegradationò of oxo-degradable polyethylene as measured by the soil burial 
test was 90%.   However, this assessment is based on visual assessment rather than 
actual measurement of CO2 released, that is to say, the test showed that 90% was 
not visible to the naked eye after 11 months. 

 
This is a highly robust study that shows the limited degree of biodegradation by standard test 
procedures. 
 

 
Figure 4.  Respirometric test on biodegradation of PE with prooxidant additives compared to a paper 

control.  The results show that the biodegradation of the PE sample was 15%.  (Figure taken from 

Feuilloley et al 
17

). 
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Figure 5. Comparison of the percentage biodegradation of materials A, B and C (see Table 1) according 
to the tests given in Table 2.  The tests are shown left to right in the same vertical order in Table 2. 

 
 
Table 1.  Description of three packaging materials tested for biodegradation (from Feuilloley et al 

17
). 

Material Description Thickness (micron) 

A: Mater-Bi (Novamont) PCL/Starch (60:40w/w) 50 
B: Ecoflex Aliphatic/aromatic 

polyester 
60 

C: Actimais (SMS 
Trioplast) 

PE+pro-oxidant additive 36 

 
Table 2.  Tests used to evaluate biodegradation of the materials in Table 1(from Feuilloley et al 

17
).  

Test Name Details 

Stürm Stürm test (OCDE 301B, ISO 14852) for 180 days 
Bodis Test on the oxygen demand in solid medium (ISO 14851) for 117 days 
Compost Compost test under laboratory conditions (ISO/DIS 20200, EN 261085, 

ISO 14855) for 50 days 
Anaerobic Anaerobic tests (ASTM D5210) for 58 days* 
Headsp 25°C Closed bottle at 25°C (OCDE 301D, ASTM D5988-96 modified) for 48 

days 
Headsp 50°C Closed bottle at 50°C (OCDE 301D, ASTM D5988-96 modified) for 48 

days 
Compost pilot 
scale 

Pilot compost test (EN 14045) for 84 days 

Soil test (lab) Test on reconstructed soil in the laboratory (DIN 53739) for 84 days 
Agricultural soil 
test 

Buried sample test in real agricultural soil for 330 days 

Enzyme test Enzyme test 


