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ISSUE:
A growing global use of plastics has led to an increased amount of 
plastic waste in the environment, polluting and harming land and 
sea. Biodegradable plastics could be part of the solution to this 
problem.

SCOPING QUESTION:
From a scientific point-of-view and an end-of-life perspective, and 
applying to plastics that biodegrade either in the terrestrial, riverine 
or marine environments, and considering the waste hierarchy and 
circular economy approach: 

What are the criteria and corresponding applications of such plastics 
that are beneficial to the environment, compared with non-
biodegradable plastics?

Scientific Opinion by the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors on 

Biodegradability of Plastics in the Open Environment (December 2020)

Images: ©drik, #119106827; ©VectorMine, #290952830; #278547360; © languste15, #202517161;

2020. Source: stock.adobe.com. Icons © Flaticon – all rights reserved.
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Reduction
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Recycling

Adopt a definition of 
biodegradability as a system 
property which takes into 
account material properties and 
specific environmental conditions

Recommendations by the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 
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Recommendation 1: Limit the use of BDPs in the open environment to 
specific applications for which reduction, reuse, and recycling are not 
feasible

1.1 Prioritize reduction, reuse and recycling of plastics before considering 
biodegradation

1.2 Limit use of BDP in the open environment to specific applications where 
collection from the open environment is not feasible

1.3 Do not consider BDPs as solution for inappropriate waste management or 
littering

Recommendations by the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 
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Recommendation 2: Support the development of coherent testing and certification 
standards for biodegradation of plastic in the open environment

2.1 Support the development of testing and certification schemes 
evaluating actual biodegradation of BDP in the context of their application in a 
specific receiving open environment

2.2 Require testing of biodegradation of BDP applications under laboratory and 
simulated environmental conditions

2.3 Require assessment of biodegradation and environmental risk of BDP under the 
conditions of specific open environments

2.4 Support the development of a materials catalogue and their relative 
biodegradation rates in a range of environments

Recommendations by the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 
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Recommendation 3: Promote the supply of accurate information on the 
properties, appropriate use and disposal, and limitations of BDPs to relevant 
user groups

3.1 Initiate and support information campaigns to address current 
misconceptions and confusion related to bio-based, compostable and 
biodegradable plastics

3.2 Support the development of a clear, effective, and standardised European 
labelling system for 
a) end-users and consumers to ensure proper use and disposal of BDP 
applications in the open environment; and 
b) manufacturers and vendors to ensure accurate information transfer along 
the value chain

Recommendations by the Group of Chief Scientific Advisors 
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