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EU Scientific Reports and Paper vs Plastic
(FREE)
Michael Stephen, an international expert on bioplastics, shares his
thoughts and opinion on important issues impacting the bioplastics
industry. Today, Michael writes about EU Scienti c reports and Paper vs
Plastic. This is a FREE Article.
..........................................

EU Scientific Reports
The EU published two important reports at the end of December, to which the OPA has responded
at https://www.biodeg.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/OPA-Response-to-SAM-Report-Feb-2021-13-21.pdf
The key issues are summarized in the Executive Summary of the OPA response, mentioned in my column
last week, but I thought I should mention three in particular:
It is now accepted that “Some plastic products may be either dif cult or not possible to collect after their use,
due to their nature or circumstances in which they are employed. As a result, there is a high risk of these
products ending up in the environment. In those speci c cases, biodegradability could be investigated as a
possible remediation measure.” This of course is the purpose of oxo-biodegradable plastic
It has often been argued that oxo-biodegradable plastic is not acceptable because it is not possible to
predict accurately how long it will take to biodegrade. It is now accepted that “Even when certi ed to
biodegrade in a particular environment, seasonal and microbiological variations in nature mean that we need
to accept uncertainties around actual biodegradation rates.”
It has also been argued that oxo-biodegradable plastic must be tested for biodegradation in the open
environment, and that laboratory tests are not acceptable. It is now accepted that “In the open
environment the CO2 release [which is the indicator of biodegradation] cannot be captured and
measured.” Recommendation 2.2.2 in the Report is to require testing under laboratory
and simulatedenvironmental conditions.
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On 28th January 2021 the BBC reported on the decision by Morrisons supermarket to switch from plastic
to paper bags. The BBC referred to the 2011 research paper produced by the Northern Ireland
Assembly which said it “takes more than four times as much energy to manufacture a paper bag as it does
to manufacture a plastic bag.”
Unlike plastic bags (which the report says are produced from the waste products of oil re ning) paper
requires forests to be cut down to produce the bags. The manufacturing process, according to the
research, also produces a higher concentration of toxic chemicals compared with making single-use plastic
bags.
Paper bags also weigh more than plastic; this means transportation requires more energy, adding to their
carbon footprint, the study adds.
The BBC also referred to the 2006 report by the UK Environment Agency, which examined a range of bags
made from different materials to nd out how many times they need to be reused in order to have a lower
global warming potential than a conventional single-use plastic bag.
The study found paper bags needed to be reused at least three times, one fewer than plastic bags for life
(four times).
But there is a practical consideration: will it last long enough to survive at least three trips to the
supermarket?
Paper bags are not as durable as bags for life, being more likely to split or tear, especially if they get wet.
At the other end of the spectrum, the Environment Agency found that cotton bags required the most
number of reuses, at 131. That was down to the high amount of energy used to produce and fertilise
cotton yarn.
In its conclusion, the Environment Agency says “it is unlikely the paper bag can be regularly reused the
required number of times due to its low durability”.

Michael Stephen
Michael Stephen is a lawyer and was a member of the United Kingdom Parliament, where he served on the
Environment Select Committee. When he left Parliament Symphony Environmental Technologies Plc.
attracted his attention because of his interest in the environment. He is now Deputy Chairman of
Symphony, which is listed on the AIM market of the London Stock Exchange, and is the founder and
Chairman of the Oxo-biodegradable Plastics Association.
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1/ 1/ 20 – Plastiphobia, Microplastics and A Throw-Away Society
7/ 1/ 20 – Recycling, Lab Testing, Bangladesh and the Right Bioplastic
14/1/20 – Plastiphobia and Bioplastics De nitions
21/1/20 – Composting, the European Union and Unemployment
30/1/20 – Plastiphobia, Malaysia and a Case Against Compostables and Paper
7/02/20 – Coronavirus, MPs Letter, Montreal, Australia and the Dominican Republic
14/02/20 – Oman, MacArthur Foundation, Sti ing Innovation, South Africa and Compostable
Plastics
24/02/20 – Serbia, India, Pakistan and European Bioplastics
03/03/20 – Plastic To Protect Health and Common Sense on Plastic
10/03/20 – Plastiphobia, Singapore, Compostable Plastics, Doorknobs and Carbios
17/03/20 – Greening our Way to Infection, Defra Warns Against Bioplastics and Montreal
24/03/20 – Ditch the Plastic Bag Ban and Inn-Probio
01/04/20 – The Come Back of Plastic Bags, Compostable Plastic Not Wanted and EASAC
16/04/20 – Coronavirus and Agricultural Plastics
11/05/20 – Coronavirus, Peru, Barbados and Recycling
18/05/20 – Say No to Plastiphobia, False Descriptions and the Recycling Myth
02/06/20 – De nitions and More Setbacks for Plastiphobia
11/06/20 – BBIA, Food Waste and Testing of OXO-Biodegradable Plastic
19/06/20 – Oxo Biodegradation, Independent Reports and Precautionary Principle
29/06/20 – Banana Republic, Why Turn Plastic into CO2 and Plastic Waste from Ships
13/07/20 – Running Scared, The Daily Telegraph and Market Report
20/07/202 – Tipa, Plastics Today and The American Genius
27/07/20 – Coronavirus, Plastic Litter, Bahrain and Polymateria
17/08/20 – Plastics Europe, Confusing Issues and Paper
25/08/20 – Professor Emo Chiellini, Plastics Today, Greenwashing and Coronavirus
28/09/20 – Kill the Virus, Marine Degradation, Airports, Brazil Retail, Plastic Growth and Face Mask
08/10/20 – Compostable vs Biodegradable, Covid 19 and New British Bioplastic Standard
27/10/20 – Power of Lobbying, Paper and Cotton Worse than Plastic
02/11/20 – Covid 19 and Five Myths About Plastic
09/11/20 – Support for OXO BIO, Westminster Forum, Euractiv and Covid
23/11/20 – Toxicity of Bio-based and Biodegradable Plastics, and Covid Scaremongering
15/12/20 – Recycling and An Article from Austria
21/12/20 – EU Scienti c Advisers, China Chose Wrong Bioplastics and Covid Nonsense
05/01/20 – EU, Covid Lockdowns, WRAP, British Standards Institution and Polymateria
12/01/21 – Intertek and Composting
19/01/21 – Recycling and Exporting Plastic Waste
22/02/21 – Seaweed Plastic, Orange Peel and Xampla
02/03/31 – OXO Biodegradable Plastic

Interview with Michael Stephen
Questions and Answers on OXO-Biodegradability
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Disclaimer
The opinions expressed here by Michael Stephen and other columnists are their own, not those of
Bioplasticsnews.com.
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