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AfOR ‘call to action’ on biowaste collections 
comingled with paper and cardboard 

 

Key facts: 

 Paper and cardboard wastes comingled with biowaste1 are very likely to include 
contaminants such as plastic films, staples, adhesives, and other undesirable 
contaminants that may compromise the quality of the finished compost.  

 Paper and cardboard wastes comingled with biowaste are likely to include non-
compostable plastic-coated paper and cardboard or other types such as; 

+ milk / juice cartons,  
+ cereal boxes,  
+ washing powder boxes, 
+ hot and cold paper drinking cups,  
+ frozen food containers,  
+ plastic-lined paper bags,  
+ take-out containers,  
+ plastic-coated paper plates,  
+ catalogues, 
+ glossy magazines, 
+ foil-coated paper and cardboard, 
+ any other shiny/glossy paper and cardboard, 
+ paper and cardboard printed with inks or coloured with dyes. 

These types are NOT suitable for composting, unless independently certified as 
‘compostable’ in accordance with the British and European standards for ‘compostable’ 
packaging and plastics, respectively EN 13432 and EN 14995, or equivalent standards 
(see AfOR’s guidance on compostable packaging and items certification HERE). 

 According to PAS 100:2011, the Compost Quality Protocol and AfOR Compost 
Certification Scheme requirements, the types of paper and cardboard described above 
SHALL NOT be treated through composting. Thus, Local Authorities that include these 
types of paper and cardboard in the biowaste collections may cause their contracted 
composting operators to fail to achieve certification to PAS 100.  

 As a result of the revised WFD, the Scottish and Welsh devolved governments have 
already announced that waste materials that are sent to composting sites non-compliant 
with PAS 100:2011 will NOT be considered as recycling in the household waste recycling 
performances. Defra have also verbally confirmed that they will adopt the same approach 
in the near future. The Waste Policy Review released on 14th June 2011 confirms that 

                                                 

1
 E.g. Source-segregated garden and kitchen scraps 

http://www.organics-recycling.org.uk/page.php?article=1991&name=Short+guide+to+compostable+products
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composting is classed as recycling with respect to the waste hierarchy only if compliant 
with the Quality Protocol (hence, with the PAS 100:2011 Specification).  

 Relevant research shows that non-compostable plastic-coated paper products produce, 
when composted, both macro- and micro-fragments of non-biodegradable plastic which 
can contaminate the finished compost: 

o micro-fragments are too small to be screened from the finished compost; thus, these 
can be dispersed into the environment, where they have not been shown to 
biodegrade and are suspected of causing detrimental effects to organisms in a 
variety of ecosystems.  

o macro-fragments can be large enough to be screened from the finished compost as a 
contaminant, but this results in a significant increase in processing and disposal costs 
for operators.  

 A recent survey carried out by AfOR concerning the cost of contamination at composting 
sites shows that removing physical contaminants from the feedstocks delivered to the 
composting facilities (e.g. via picking lines, wind sifting etc.) costs the industry an 
estimated £15.6 million to £78 million per annum. The cost of landfilling the process 
rejects is in the range of £12.8 to £19.1 million per annum.  

 The majority of composting operators that are currently treating paper and cardboard 
comingled with biowaste in conventional composting have difficulties in achieving the 
minimum level of compost quality required by PAS 100:2011 Specification.  

 The types of paper and cardboard that are suitable for composting (‘plain’ types) are only 
few. These are:  

o paper products, such as tissues, paper napkins and paper towels;  
o toilet roll and kitchen roll tubes;  
o egg boxes with non-compostable labels removed;  
o brown/plain corrugated cardboard; and 
o office paper and shredded paper. 

  

 Newspapers are non-plain paper but because the newspaper industry widely uses inks 
that are soya based or that contain low concentrations of potentially toxic elements, they 
are suitable for composting. 

 Even the plain types may pose some challenges, particularly in winter months, when the 
addition of paper and cardboard may lead to an incorrect balance of nitrogenous and 
carbonaceous feedstocks, thus hampering the composting process. 

 Proper composting of plain paper and cardboard wastes will require careful attention to 
their proportion in any one batch of composting material and intensive management of 
the composting process i.e. extended composting process timescales, possibly additional 
shredding, thorough pre-wetting, vigilant moisture management throughout the 
composting process, and extra batch turning of the composting material to enhance 
biodegradation. This will result in additional processing costs for the operators.  

 Recycled paper and cardboard has currently a selling value comprised between £ 88 
and £ 260 per tonne, depending on the type of paper and cardboard Please see 
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http://www.letsrecycle.com/prices/paper for the most up to date figures and paper and 
cardboard prices.  

 

AfOR’s position and call to action: 

 AfOR’s position is that, whenever possible, paper and cardboard wastes should 
not be comingled with biowaste and sent to composting. 

 Recycling should be the highest and best use for paper and cardboard wastes. 

 If composting paper and cardboard comingled with biowaste cannot be avoided, any non-
compostable plastic-coated paper and cardboard products should be excluded from the 
collection programmes. 

 Local Authorities should make sure this exclusion is clearly communicated to the 
householders through appropriate education materials. 

 Only coated paper and cardboard products that have been independently certified 
compostable in accordance with the British and European standards for ‘compostable’ 
packaging and plastics, respectively EN 13432 and EN 14995 or equivalent standards 
(see AfOR’s guidance on compostable packaging and items HERE), should be accepted.  

 AfOR strongly encourages the Local Authorities that are currently collecting paper and 
cardboard with biowaste to reconsider all the points highlighted above and take actions at 
least to eliminate plastic-coated paper and cardboard types and any other types not 
suitable for composting from the biowaste collection programmes.   

 Even the types of paper and cardboard that are suitable for composting should only be 
taken if appropriate infrastructure, adequate process management and timescales can be 
implemented.  

 AfOR urges Local Authorities that are collecting plain paper and cardboard types to 
discuss with their contracted operators the additional level of infrastructure and process 
management required to allow the full composting of these waste types. Additional 
processing cost will have to be borne and passed on the waste supplier to allow a proper 
biodegradation of plain paper and cardboard during the composting process. If such an 
additional cost cannot be borne, AfOR’s position is that no types of paper and cardboard 
should be included in biowaste collection programmes.  

A more detailed explanation of all the key facts explained above can be found in AfOR’s 
information sheet on composting paper and cardboard, downloadable from HERE.  

 

 

http://www.letsrecycle.com/prices/paper
http://www.organics-recycling.org.uk/page.php?article=1991&name=Short+guide+to+compostable+products
http://www.organics-recycling.org.uk/page.php?article=1992&name=Guidance+for+LAs+on+composting+paper+%26+cardboard+

