
Biodegradable and Compostable 
Packaging Key Considerations 



The South African Initiative to End Plastic Waste has initiated a process of developing 
a position paper on biodegradable and compostable packaging in South Africa. 

Development of a position paper on 
biodegradable and compostable packaging  
in South Africa

The objectives of this paper are two-fold: 

• To provide a balanced perspective and consolidated position for South Africa 
with regard to biodegradable and compostable packaging, based on sound 
research and stakeholder inputs. 

• To be used to inform players across the value chain, as well as other interested  
stakeholders around the responsible manufacture, use, management and 
disposal of biodegradable and compostable packaging.  

In-depth research into the topic has begun and stakeholder engagements will  
follow shortly. 

Should you have any queries or comments regarding the SA Initiative or the  
Biodegradable and Compostable Packaging workstream in particular, please contact 
us at: iviweb@cgcsa.co.za. 

Please feel free to forward us any specific questions you believe should be addressed 
in the position paper. 



• Biodegradable materials degrade via an aerobic or anaerobic process that  
involves the alteration of the chemical structure due to biological action, 
resulting in the loss of a specific property of the substance. The end products 
are gas (carbon dioxide or methane), water, biomass and mineral components. 
The degradation of biodegradable materials does not necessarily imply that the  
material can be converted into good quality compost or that degradation will 
take place within a specified timeframe.  

• Compostable materials biodegrade in an aerobic composting process through 
the action of naturally occurring micro-organisms and do so to a high extent 
within a specified timeframe. The biological processes yield carbon dioxide, 
water, inorganic compounds and biomass, leaving no visible contaminants or 
toxic residues.  

• Bio-based polymers are identical to petro-based polymers (e.g. PET, HDPE) 
where the monomeric units (e.g. ethylene) are derived from plant-based 
materials (e.g. sugar cane, corn) rather than fossil fuels. These materials can 
be recycled with conventional petro-based plastics.

Definitions of biodegradable, compostable and 
plastics made using bio- based polymers 



1. Products with any of the following composability standard specifications

Things to consider before introducing 
biodegradable products

South Africa currently has very few large-scale industrial composting facilities 
that are managed to maintain the conditions required by the certifications  
mentioned in point 1 above.  

There are currently no large-scale post-consumer waste management  
programmes for the separation and processing of biodegradable and  
compostable packaging. As a consequence, these materials have no intrinsic value 
to formal or informal waste collectors, so the products are likely to remain in the 
environment or at best, end up at landfill.  

There is currently uncertainty about the impact that these materials will have on the 
efficient operation of existing recycling operations and the integrity of  
recycled products should biodegradable / compostable products be incorporated 
into recyclate.

ASTM D6400 ASTM D6868 EN 13432 ISO 17088

are certified for industrial composting only. Such materials have been tested and 
certified to degrade under specific conditions at a temperature of 58 ̊- 60 C̊. 

These certifications do not cover home composting or environmental degradation 
at ambient temperature. Furthermore, the degradation rate of these materials has 
been shown to be significantly slower in an aquatic environment than in soil.  

2.

3.

4.



Should your organisation choose to introduce any biodegradable / compostable  
products, we urge you to ensure that they are labeled with the appropriate  
certification logos (e.g. DIN, TUV or BPI) and that the suppliers provide you with 
the relevant certificates to support the use of the logos. 

Biodegradable certifications and labeling

This will ensure that the packaging can be differentiated from conventional 
packaging and will also assist with authentication and risk management. 

The following organisations are recognised as the predominant global 
biodegradable / compostable material certification bodies. Each of these bodies 
has developed recognisable labels (as shown below), with strict requirements for 
the application thereof. 




