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In March 2021, the Austral ian federal government launched its 
first National Plastics Plan to ban plastic on beaches, end polystyrene 
packaging for takeaway containers, phase in microplastic filters in washing 
machines, and interestingly enough, also phase out a main form of 
biodegradable plastic.

But isn’t biodegradable plastic a far better alternative to conventional 
plastic packaging, you ask? Not quite. 

“Biodegradable” plastics

Jacqueline McGlade, chief scientist at the UN Environment Programme 
called biodegradable plastics “well-intentioned but wrong”.

“Biodegradable” suggests an item is made from plant-based materials. But 
this isn’t always the case. Seeing the word ‘biodegradable’ on a piece of 
plastic might lead people to believe that it will just naturally decay over 
time, the same way as a banana might. Unfortunately, this is not the case. 
For this type of plastic to biodegrade takes exposure to high temperatures 
and sunlight.



Biodegradable plastic is designed to decay at temperatures above 
50°C, which means it is not going to biodegrade if it enters the 
ocean. In fact, it’s not going to biodegrade anywhere other than 
in specialist facilities.

Another issue is the fact that the process requires sunlight to 
work properly. Biodegradable plastics are not buoyant, meaning 
the plastic will sink in the ocean and not be exposed to sunlight. It 
also means they won’t decay when buried in a landfill.

P e r h a p s  a  b e t t e r  l a b e l  f o r  t h e s e  p r o d u c t s  w o u l d  b e 
‘biodegradable, but only under certain strict conditions’.

Another major problem with “biodegradable” plastic is the lack of 
regulations or standards around how the term should be used. 
This means it could, and is, being used to refer to all manner of 
things, many of which aren’t great for the environment.

Many plastics labelled biodegradable are actually traditional 
fossil-fuel plastics that are simply degradable (as all plastic is) or 
even “oxo-degradable” — where chemical additives make the 
fossil-fuel plastic fragment into microplastics. The fragments are 
usually so small they’re invisible to the naked eye, but still exist in 
our landfills, water ways and soils.

Some biodegradable plastics are made from plant-based 
materials. But it’s often unknown what type of environment 
they’ll break down in and how long that would take. Those items 
may end up existing for decades, if not centuries, in landfill, litter 
or ocean as many plant-based plastics actually don’t break down 
any quicker than traditional plastics. This is because not all plant-
based plastics are necessari ly  compostable,  as the way 
some plant-based polymers form can make them incredibly 
durable.
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So it’s best to avoid all plastic labelled as biodegradable. Even after 
the ban eliminates fragmentation — the worst of these — there’s still 
no evidence remaining types of biodegradable plastics are better for 
the environment.
 
“Compostable” plastic 
 
Compostable plastic is another label you may have come across that’s 
meant to be better for the environment. It’s specifically designed to 
break down into natural, non-toxic components in certain conditions.
 
Unlike biodegradable plastics, there are certification standards for 
compostable plastics, so it’s important to check for one the enclosed 
labels. If an item doesn’t have a certification label, there’s nothing to 
say it isn’t some form of mislabelled “biodegradable” plastic.
 
But most certified compostable plastics are only for industrial 
composts, which reach very high temperatures. This means they’re 
unlikely to break down sufficiently in home composts. Even those 
certified as “home compostable” are assessed under perfect lab 
conditions, which aren’t easily achieved in the backyard.
 
And while certified compostable plastics are increasing, the number 
of industrial composting facilities that actually accept them isn’t yet 
keeping up. The vast majority of municipal recycling bins don’t 
currently accept compostable plastics. This means placing 
compostable plastics in these bins is considered contamination.
 
Even if you can get your certified compostable plastics to an 
appropriate facility, composting plastics actually reduces their 
economic value as they can no longer be used in packaging and 
products. Instead, they’re only valuable for returning nutrients to soil 
and, potentially, capturing a fraction of the energy used to produce 
them.
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Finally, if you don’t have an appropriate collection system and your compostable plastic ends 
up in landfill, that might actually be worse than traditional plastic. Compostable plastics could release 
methane — a much more potent greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide — in landfill, in the same way 
food waste does.
 
So, you should only consider compostable plastics when you have a facility that will take them, and a 
way to get them there.

The environmental cost of bioplastics

There is controversy surrounding the environmental cost involved in the production of bioplastics. To 
make 1 kg (2.2 lb) of polylactic acid (a commonly used bioplastic) requires 2.65 kg (5.8 lb) of corn.

Currently, around 270 million tonnes of plastic is produced every year. If this quantity of plastic came 
from corn-based sources, it would require around 715 million tonnes of corn. That’s a huge amount of 
the world’s food supply, particularly at a time when global warming is making farming more difficult in 
tropical areas.

What can we expect  to see in the future?

The science of biodegradable plastics is advancing at a rapid rate. If scientists can figure out a way for 
plastics to decay under normal conditions, including in the ocean, it could be a breakthrough in the 
fight against plastic pollution. It would still be prudent to ‘recycle, reuse, reduce’, but to have plastic 
that we knew would not last for centuries could help avert the environmental catastrophe we find 
ourselves in.

In the meantime, let’s keep using our own reusable tote bags, produce mesh bags, and food and 
beverage containers.

Sources:
1.https://theconversation.com/a-type-of-biodegradable-plastic-will-soon-be-phased-out-in-australia-thats-a-big-win-for-
the-environment-156566
2.https://eradicateplastic.com/what-are-the-problems-with-biodegradable-plastic/
3.https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20191030-why-biodegradables-wont-solve-the-plastic-crisis
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A Save Electricity Story 
Hello again Eco Kids! I thought I should share a saving electricity story that happened to me recently. Enjoy! 

ECO KIDS



Continued on next page…

MY Garden Birdwatch
The Malaysian Garden Birdwatch (MY Garden 
Birdwatch aka MYGB) is the first citizen science

project on garden bird count in Malaysia. Initiated 
by the Bird Conservation Council (BCC) of the

Malaysian Nature Society (MNS) and currently it is 
managed by MNS Environmental Education

Division. The project started in 2010 and has 
continued since with the supports of volunteers 
from

various backgrounds who have a soft spot for birds 
and their habitat.
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Continued on next page…

… Continued from previous page.

The project is modelled after the Big Garden Birdwatch 
by The Royal Society for the Protection of

Birds (RSPB) in United Kingdom (UK). Birdwatchers and 
the general public can contribute in the

citizen science project that will help scientists and 
conservationists in their efforts to protect the

natural environment. With this objective in mind, the 
MYGB is an annual survey of birds that are

commonly found around our country, to observe 
changes on their population numbers and

distribution, in urban as well as in rural areas.

8



Continued on next page…
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Today, besides predation, diseases and natural 
phenomena; man’s economic activities such as urban

development and deforestation have had a major 
impact on the size and distribution of bird species.

Data derived from this survey provides useful clues and 
it forms the basis for bird conservation

priority.

Main objectives of MYGB are:-

Ø To raise awareness among volunteers on ecosystem 
services provided by birds

Ø To contribute to MYGB long-term data collection on 
the garden bird population and distribution in 
Malaysia

Ø To actively engage with volunteers (birdwatchers 
and the general public) to assist in data collection 
for scientific purposes
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Kuala Selangor Nature Park, a public park managed by 
Malaysian Nature Society (MNS), has been affected by 
the reimplementation of Conditional Movement Control 
Order (CMCO). All services and facilities are currently 
suspended - no walk-in visitors, activities nor overnight 
sleeps are allowed during this period. We strive to ensure 
the health and safety of our visitors, employees and 
volunteers.
The establishment of the park is one of MNS’s effort to 
ensure overall balance between ecosystem, safety, 
livelihood and food chain (seafood supply for humans 
and animals alike).
As we are continuously forced to remain closed, we still 
never cease to work towards the productivity, safety, 
conservation and improvement of the park. Therefore, 
we seek your sincere thoughts to help us in maintaining 
our flora and fauna through the following activities:
“Donate & Stay” - once the CMCO is lifted, you are 
entitled for an overnight stay and free activities (Upon 
bookings and availability up until end of December 2021).
“Do the Deed” – we will plant the trees on your behalf. 
Your contribution matters and we appreciate your 
generosity. You may visit our webpage or follow us 
through our FB and IG page for more information.

DONATE ‘N’ STAY 
at Kuala Selangor Nature Park
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PENCINTA ALAM is a monthly newsletter made  
possible by dedicated volunteers and contributors  
from the Malaysian Nature Society. Accuracy is the  
contributor’s responsibility. The Editor reserves the  
right to edit for length and content.

The Malaysian Naturalist Facebook page is now available with 
current articles and  other interesting news. Do like the page at this
link https://www.facebook.com/MalaysianNaturalist

Submissions: Articles including the author and photographers’ 
names (max.  800 words), advertisements, digital images (100 dpi & 
no larger than 640 x  480 pixels & separately from the article), etc. 
must reach the Editor by the 13th of each month (unless noted 
otherwise) via the following e-mail address: tapir2005@gmail.com.

Advertising rates:
Classifieds : RM5 per column inch  
Quarter page ad : RM30
Half page ad : RM60

Payments:
-All payments must be made to ‘Malaysian Nature Society Selangor 
Branch’.
-Please bank in cash or cheque to Maybank MBB account no 
014150307352.
-After banking in, please scan the slip and e-mail it with your 
advertisement  to tapir2005@gmail.com and berniechin118@yahoo.com.

Discount rate for ads paid in advance:
3 adverts paid in advance – 5% off published rate;  
6 adverts paid in advance – 10% off published rate;  
9 adverts paid in advance – 15% off published rate;  
12 adverts paid in advance – 20% off published rate. Computer Recycling Collection Centre

The MNS Penang, Nature Information Centre (NIC) is a  
designated recycling collection centre for old computers  
and computer parts by the Penang City Council.
Please send your unwanted computers and parts to the  
NIC to be sent for recycling by DOE approved recycling  
establishment.
Contact Kanda at 013-4537992 for more information or  
check out Penang Branch web pages.

Editor for this issue: Khor Hui Min
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