
Biodegradable and Compostable 
Packaging Key Considerations 



Key considerations for the use of 
biodegradable and compostable packaging

The South African Initiative to End Plastic Waste recently concluded 
a comprehensive review of the South African landscape with regard to 
biodegradable and compostable packaging.

This brochure is based on the contextual analysis and should be referred to by 
packaging converters, brand owners and retails when considering the use of 
biodegradable and compostable packaging.

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

The objectives of this review are two-fold:

• To provide a balanced perspective and consolidated position for South 
Africa with regards to biodegradable and compostable packaging, based on 
sound reserach and stake holder 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. 
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• Biodegradable materials degrade via an aerobic or anaerobic process that  
involves the alteration of the chemical structure due to biological action, 

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 

 

• Compostable materials biodegrade in an aerobic composting process through 
the action of naturally occurring micro-organisms and do so to a high extent 

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.

plastics made using bio- based polymers 
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Two existing pieces of legislation currently govern product claims and standards:
Consumer Protection Act Sections 29 and 41 prohibit false, misleading or deceptive claims 
regarding product ingredients or performance characteristics.

Standards Act 2008 Sections 27.(1) & (2) prohibit businesses from falsely claiming or operating 
in a manner that is likely to create the impression that products comply with a South African 
National Standard or other publications of the SABS. 

The voluntary South African National Standard:  SANS 1728 was published in 2019 and 
regulates the marking and identification of degradable products (including biodegradable, 
compostable, oxo-biodegradable and water-soluble plastics).

Key requirements include:

1. The product must carry the polymer code, material type acronym (e.g. PET, PLA 
etc.) along with the appropriate wording (i.e. biodegradable, compostable or oxo-
biodegradable). 

2. If the product is made of multiple components and these are intended for different 
waste streams, the information must be clearly displayed on the package (e.g. closure – 
recyclable, PLA bottle – compostable). 

3. If separation of components is required, clear instructions on how to do this must be 
included.

4.  If products claim to be biodegradable, compostable or oxo-biodegradable, they must 
conform to the appropriate international standards.  Claims must be verified by accredited 
laboratories and supported by raw material technical data sheets, as per the appropriate 
standard.

5. No vague or non-specific claims that imply the product has environmental benefits, such 
as “green”, “environment friendly”, “earth safe” etc. are permitted.

6.  No claims of achieving sustainability should be made as there are no currently definitive 
methods for measuring sustainability or confirming its accomplishment. 

7.  An explanatory statement must accompany self-declared environmental claims.

A proposed standard for compostability (SANS 17088) is currently open for comment until 14 
April 2020, as per Government Gazette number 43050 (28 February 2020).  It is based on ISO 
17088 which addresses the following:

Specifications for compostable plastics that refer to:
• Biodegradation
• Disintegration during composting
• Negative effects on the composting process and facility
• Negative effects on the quality of the resulting compost

Existing South African legislation and standards 
relating to biodegradable products



Should your organisation choose to introduce any biodegradable / compostable  
products, we urge you to ensure that they are labeled with the appropriate  

 (e.g. DIN, TUV or BPI) and that the suppliers provide you with 

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 

has developed recognisable labels (as shown below), with strict requirements for 
the application thereof. 

, as per SANS 1728:2019.
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