
Introduction 

It seems that composting companies are having compostable bags enter the facility that do not degrade at a 

preferable rate, and that further education of the public of which bags to use or not to use may be 

beneficial (M. Keating, personal communication, Jan 25, 2016). We are tasked to answer this question: 

which type of compostable bag is most environmentally sound? We can identify which is more 

environmentally sound by completing a degradation analysis of these types of bags. We intend to 

investigate the effects of these bags being introduced into composting facilities. Furthermore, we will 

look at other municipalities that have already taken initiative to divert all compostable material out of 

landfills and see how they have dealt with bags ending up in their facilities. The results of this research 

will indicate what information will best educate the public regarding compostable bags. 

Background and Significance 

The city of Vancouver recently amended the Solid Waste By-law No. 8417 (COV, 2014). This amendment 

to the law forbids the inclusion of food waste into garbage headed to the landfill. This is another step 

towards the city’s goal of becoming the greenest city in the world by 2020 (COV, COV Greenest City-

2020 Action Plan, 2012). Though much progress has been made, there are still assets that can be 

expanded upon. These include the further reduction of food waste in the form of the compostable bags 

used for the disposal of organics. Food waste is one of the Action Areas of Vancouver’s Food Strategy, 

and a priority focus is to “expand and support food waste disposal programs”. (Vancouver Food 

Strategy, 2013)  

Recently, city representatives informed LFS 350 group 23 that further research is needed regarding the 

effects of compostable bags on composting facilities. Solid Waste By-law 8417 clearly identifies what 

can or cannot enter the landfill. It does not however, parse the pros and cons of the different materials 

used in compostable bags. Compostable bags end up in composting facilities because they are a 

convenient way for a household or business to transport their compostable material to a bin that the 

city will eventually pick up. A city farmer associated with the city’s ‘compost hotline’ stated that 

compostable bags are not all created equal (M. Keating, personal communication, Jan 25, 2016). Many 

of the brands of bags that make their way to the composting facilities do not break down completely 

with the rest of the compostable materials. For example, ‘compostable’ bags containing low density 

polyethylene (LDPE) have been shown to not break down completely (Kale, et al., 2007).What 

remains are small particles made up of materials such as glass or plastic. They are visible to the naked 

eye and are unsightly when contained in soil used for gardening.  

Methods 

The first step to researching these matters is to compile a list of organics processors within the Vancouver 

area that receive compostable waste. We will then get in touch with the main facility/facilities to 

request a time to meet and take a tour of the processing plant. This will provide an opportunity to 

conduct interviews with the people who best understand the current system, its assets and areas that 

can be improved upon. We will have a series of questions determined ahead of time to guide our 

interviews (see appendix). Our research may reveal questions that require us to re-interview the 

facility representatives. The conversations may be recorded if permitted by the interviewee or 

responses will be noted on paper for later review. 

After identifying the challenges of the composting facilities we will target our research to gather 

information to perform an analysis of the degradation of the different types of compostable materials 

ending up in the composting facilities. The degradation analysis will compare the properties of the 

various types of plastic and how they break down during composting. This will allow us to better 

target our proposal to the city. 



The next step will require gathering information on how cities across North America, that also divert food 

waste from landfills, have prevented plastic waste from ending up in their organics processing 

facilities. This will be done by reviewing policies on government websites and searching relevant 

databases for research articles. 

Once the research and policy review is completed, we will determine which concepts are most relevant to 

Vancouver’s current system by reviewing the initial goals set out by the city representatives and 

ensuring that our information is in line with Vancouver’s Food Strategy. This research will be 

summarized in a final report that can be used by the city for future decisions regarding food-related 

compostable plastic waste. 

Prior to any interviews or facility tours, we will consider the ethical implications of our questions or 

practices. All interviewees will be informed about our project, how their responses will be presented, 

and be required to sign a consent form. We will request permission to use names of the facility or its 

employees if necessary and will gain consent for any photos taken. Photos will be only of the facility 

and not include any people. 

Success Factors 

The first success factor concerns whether or not we used our meetings with the organic processing 

facilities in a fashion that uncovers the facilities concerns, suggestions, and any other useful 

information. We then want to clearly outline the pros and cons of the different types of compostable 

bags through our degradation analysis. We hope to gather knowledge from existing policies regarding 

the disposal of compostable bags in municipalities around the globe. Our final measure of success will 

be to provide a comprehensive report detailing the differences between the various materials that 

makeup compostable bags and how they affect composting facilities.   
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Appendix - Interview questions 

1. What types of bags end up at the composting facility? 

2. What types of plastics degrade fastest/slowest at the composting facility? 

1. Materials: PLA (polylactic acid plastics) 

2. LDPE (low density polyethylene plastic) 

2. How does the thickness of material affect the degradation of the bag? 

3. What do you think is a solution to your issues with bags? 

4. Does compostable tableware take excessive time to degrade? 

5. What process does this facility use to compost the material? 

6. Are there other cities that you know of that have a preferable system? 


