
 
 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT BIODEGRADABILITY AND 
COMPOSTABILITY 

 

What does biodegradable stand for?  

The definition of biodegradable is that a material is capable of undergoing biological anaerobic or 
aerobic degradation leading to the production of CO2, H2O, methane, biomass, and mineral salts, 
depending on the environmental conditions of the process. An important role in biodegradation is 
played by microorganisms, which are present in the environment and fed mostly by organic waste. 

What does compostable stands for? 

Compostability is a term used for products which are suitable for organic recycling.                              
Biodegradation means that a material goes through a chemical reaction in which it uses oxygen and 
then dissolves into water and gases such as carbon dioxide or others, or even new biomass. 
Disintegration means that materials break down physically into little pieces. So, if we want the product 
to be compostable, both biodegradation and disintegration, must take place to produce compost.  It is 
one kind of biodegradation in a specific environment and in order for a product to be called 
“compostable”, it also needs to fulfil other requirements, such as disintegration in a defined time and 
there must be no harmful substances present.                                                                                               

Biodegradable or compostable? 

Product disposal and end of life of a product is a key to its sustainability. Therefore, the ability of the 
material to degrade under natural conditions is very important when selecting materials for use in the 
product. Misusing the terminology »biodegradable« and »compostable« can be confusing and 
misleading to the costumer therefore, it is very important to disguise between these terms.  

Not all bio-based materials are biodegradable, nor all biodegradable materials are compostable, and 
also not all compostable materials are suitable for home composting. 

Biodegradability is a chemical process; disintegration is a physical process. Both have to occur 
together, for a product to decompose completely. Degradation is dependent on factors such as 
temperature, time and the presence of bacteria and fungi in the specific environment. In most cases, 
biodegradability means that these products will only degrade under specific conditions and not in the 
open environment. And on top of that, the biodegradability of the final product is not just determined 
by the properties of its polymer, but also by additives or for example organic fillers that are added for 
final consumer products.  

An important thing to remember is that: If we want the product to be compostable both biodegradation 
and disintegration must take place to produce compost.   

What is the difference between home and industrial compostable? 

Usually, a distinction is made between home compostability and industrial compostability. In the 
garden temperatures and volumes are much lower than those in industrial composting facilities and 
conditions are less stable. Therefore, the process works slower under home composting conditions. 
Product labelled as “home compostable” need to demonstrate at least 90% biodegradation within a 
year at temperatures of below 30°C and at least 90% disintegration within six months. In an industrial 
composting facility, conditions are controlled and constant with temperatures over 50°C, in which 
industrially compostable materials degrade in approximately three to six months. 

 



 
Which are the applicable standards and what the testing for determining the biodegradation 
level looks like?  

Biodegradability, which is determined by measuring the actual metabolic conversion of the 
compostable material into carbon dioxide is quantitatively measured using the standard test method, 
EN 14046 (which is also published as SIST EN ISO 14855-1:2013 ‘’Determination of the ultimate 
aerobic biodegradability of plastic materials under controlled composting conditions - Method by 
analysis of evolved carbon dioxide - Part 1: General method (ISO 14855-1:2012)’’). According to 
European Standard EN 13432 the acceptance level is 90%, which must be reached in less than 6 
months. This standard applies to plastic packaging and lignocellulosic materials. The standard 
excludes plastic materials not used as packaging, such as plastics used in agriculture or bags for 
waste collection, which are covered by Standard EN 14995. From a technical perspective it is identical 
to EN 13432, but it can cover a wider range of applications other than packaging. The technical 
content of the two standards is identical, meaning that any plastic material that complies with EN 
13432 also complies with EN 14995, and vice versa. These standards are the most important 
technical references for manufacturers of materials, public authorities, composters, certifying bodies 
and consumers. 

Which are the applicable standards and what the testing for determining suitability for 
composting looks like?  

Today, the terms biodegradation, biodegradable materials, compostability are very common, but 
frequently misused. The European Standard EN 13432 resolves this problem by defining the 
characteristics that a material must have, in order to be defined as “compostable”. This standard 
applies to plastic packaging and lignocellulosic materials. The standard excludes plastic materials not 
used as packaging, such as plastics used in agriculture or bags for waste collection, which are 
covered by Standard EN 14995. From a technical perspective it is identical to EN 13432, but it can 
cover a wider range of applications other than packaging. The technical content of the two standards 
is identical, meaning that any plastic material that complies with EN 13432 also complies with EN 
14995, and vice versa. These standards are the most important technical references for 
manufacturers of materials, public authorities, composters, certifying bodies and consumers.                   

There are standards to determine if a material is industrial compostable, but at present there are no 
specific international or national standards for home compostable packaging and plastic. Therefore, 
the process of simulating composting is distinguished in temperature (58°C for simulation of industrial 
composting and temperatures between 20°C and 30°C for home composting test) and the duration. 
Disintegration is measured with a composting test (EN 14045). The test material is degraded, together 
with organic waste, for 6 months. After this time, the compost is sieved with a 2 mm sieve. The 
residues of test material with dimensions higher than 2 mm are considered as not having 
disintegrated. This fraction must be less than 10% of the initial mass. Compostable material must also 
have an absence of negative effects on the composting process, low levels of heavy metals and 
absence of negative effects on the quality of the compost. Furthermore, a plant growth test (OECD 
test 208) is carried out on compost samples where the degradation of the test material has taken 
place. Each of these requirements must be met simultaneously at a defined condition for a material to 
be defined as home compostable.  

What do ICP BIODEGRADABLE/ ICP HOME COMPOSTABLE/ ICP INDUSTRIAL COMPOSTABLE 
stand for? 

The ICP BIODEGRADABLE/ ICP HOME COMPOSTABLE/ ICP INDUSTRIAL COMPOSTABLE 
registered labels confirm that the product is biodegradable/suitable for home composting/suitable for 
industrial composting and meets the criteria set out in current European standards verifed by ICP.  

Does ICP BIODEGRADABLE represents a certification according to EN 13432?  



 
No. Pulp and Paper Institute is accredited laboratory in accordance with SIST EN ISO/IEC 17025 – 
General requirements for the competence of testing and calibration laboratories, but we are not 
accredited according to EN/ISO/IEC 17065 – Conformity assessment - Requirements for bodies 
certifying products, processes and services. That means that we are not a certification body and 
therefore we cannot issue certificates. However, we can check the compliance of the material or 
product with current standards. In case that the market or the buyer requires a certificate, contact the 
certification body responsible for issuing them. 

What do I need to do to get on the list of certified plastic manufacturers? 

Contact the competent certification body. 

 

 


