From Biodegradable to Plant-Based Products

Expo 2005 Aichi Japan, the international exposition due to get underway in Aichi Prefecture in March of this year, is set to provide the stage for the world launch of products made from polylactic acid (PLA), a plant-based plastic. The basic ingredient of PLA is lactic acid obtained from starch and sugar contained in the likes of corn, potatoes, beet and sugar cane. In contrast to existing oil-based chemicals, PLA comes from renewable natural resources and has been dubbed biomass plastic. Its key characteristic is that it is biodegradable, either gradually in the natural environment or rapidly in compost.

The Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry is using the Aichi Expo as the site for a large-scale experiment. PLA products are to be used for disposable tableware, such as plates and cups, at selected restaurants within the venue. After use, tableware will be collected in garbage bags along with kitchen waste produced within the venue, because of its PLA content.

The vast majority of this waste will then be turned into compost using composting facilities in the city of Nagoya. Some of the kitchen waste produced will be turned into gas using methane gasification equipment in the government’s pavilion and then recycled within the venue itself by being converted into electricity. Over the six month duration of the event, the experiment is expected to cover 360 tons of kitchen waste, 60,000 garbage bags and 300,000 pieces of disposable tableware.

The Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry is also carrying out studies and analysis into just how energy efficient PLA is throughout the process from manufacture to disposal in comparison to existing oil-based plastics.

As it can be broken down by microorganisms, such as those found in compost, PLA places relatively little strain on the environment. It is for this very reason that PLA, whose basic ingredient is a biodegradable form of plastic, first started to draw attention.

At the Kyoto Global Warming Conference in 1997, individual advanced nations opted to sign a protocol outlining targets for reducing CO2 emissions. As a result of this, people in Japan started to underline the need for an environmentally friendly society. Rising concerns over the depletion of fossil fuels were compounded by indications that landfill disposal in major cities had reached its limits due to the mass disposal of oil-based plastic products.
