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The plastic recycling process

The diagram below shows the typical stages of plastic 

recycling (in the UK) :

Degradable plastics

There are two types of degradable plastic: bio-degradable 

plastics, which contain a small percentage of non oil-based 

material, such as corn starch; and photodegradable plastics, 

which will break down when exposed to sunlight. Carriers for 

packs of beer cans are now being manufactured in a plastic 

which photo-degrades in six weeks. 

There are a number of concerns over the use of degradable 

plastics; they will only degrade if disposed of in appropriate 

conditions, they may cause an increase in emissions of the 

greenhouse gas methane as they biodegrade anaerobically, 

the mixture of degradable and non-degradable plastics may 

complicate plastics sorting systems. 

Bio-plastics

Bio-plastics include polymers made from 

plants sugars and plastics grown inside genetically 

modified plants or micro-organisms, rather than being 

fossil fuel based. Health and safety concerns have arisen 

over potentially hazardous chemical additives to plastics 

and consumer pressure has contributed to manufacturers 

switching to plant-based plastics in such cases, e.g. 

Mattel, the world’s largest toy manufacturer, announced 

that PVC would be replaced with plant-based plastics in 

new products from 2001 onwards.

Useful Links: 

‘•	 A Month without Plastic’ – BBC article on living without 

plastic 

There are now over 100 plastics recyclers in the UK. •	

The BPF (British Plastics Federation) has a Directory 

of UK Companies that recycle plastic 

Use the ‘recycle-more’ •	 bank locator to find the 

nearest recycling facilities. Simply enter a postcode, 

placename or London street name and select the type 

of material that you want to recycle 

Information on applicable legislation can be found on •	

the BPF website: www.bpf.co.uk 

Information on design for recycling can be found on •	

the Envirowise website: envirowise.gov.uk

Recycle No•	 w answers lots of commonly asked 

questions about what can be recycled

Why can’t I recycle yoghurt pots?!

Unfortunately yoghurt pots are made from polystyrene.  

Milk bottles are made from HDPE - generally. Basically, 

yoghurt pots get stamped out – this process requires the 

plastic polymer to cool down quickly so that it can be filled 

– which lends itself to polystyrene.  Milk bottles are blown 

and so require different polymer properties.

Why yoghurt pots can’t be made in the same way as milk 

bottles eludes us!


