
Our Handy 
Guide to 

Plastic Recycling



It would be 
GREAT

 
if plastics just had a simple 

code for 
“yes, recycle this” or “no, 

bin it.” 

Unfortunately, it’s just not 
that simple.

This small guide has been 
produced to give you a 

quick-fire insight into what 
recycling symbols mean 
and offer a helping hand 

with sustainable materials 
choices.



Recycling centres have the equipment to process these plastics. 
Plenty of manufacturers are willing to buy them.

Polyethylene
Terephthalate

High-Density 
Polyethylene

Becoming more commonly accepted as technology improves and 
as the market for these plastics grows.

Polyvinyl
Chloride

Low-Density
Polyethylene Polypropylene

Difficult to recycle these plastics into other products. 
In some cases, it is just not economically feasible to do so.

Polystyrene Other
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Widely 
recycled, 

less costly to 
comply with 
legislation, 

less likely to 
be banned

Limited 
recycling, 

more 
costly to 

comply with 
legislation, 

more likely to 
be banned
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Reusable products can be used multiple times before they reach the end of their useful 
life. At that time, they may also be able to be recycled into other products.

Recyclable products are made from materials that can be recycled into other products. 
If the new products are more valuable than the products used to make them, the 
process is known as upcycling. (e.g. clothing made from recyclable beverage and 
water bottles). If the products are less valuable than the products used to make them, 
the process is known as downcycling. (e.g. bathroom tissue made from used office 
paper). 

Advantages
• Reusable products can be used multiple times

• Studies show that reusable products have to be used on average between 15 and 200 
  times before they benefit the environment

Disadvantages
• In some cases the energy and resources used to manufacture and clean them can be 
excessive

Advantages
• The majority of plastic is recyclable

• Can be recycled into other products reducing need for virgin raw materials

Disadvantages
• Not all plastics are widely collected

• In residential recycling, councils decide whether a product is recyclable based on 
  appearance rather than material. For example, in some councils plastic bottles are 
  collected but food trays of the same material are not.
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Choice Guide



Compostable materials break down completely in a specific amount of time, under 
specific conditions. 

“Biodegradable” materials have been made from renewable resources and, in a 
natural environment, will eventually break down until they can be consumed by 
microorganisms (bacteria, fungi, algae etc).

Advantages
• They leave no visible, distinguishable or toxic residue

• Packaging certified to BS EN 13432 is an acceptable input material to commercial 
  composting systems

Disadvantages
• Compostable products will NOT break down completely in a landfill site due to 
   insufficient oxygen levels and produce harmful greenhouse gases

• Industrial composting facilities that are able to accept compostable packaging  
  materials are not yet widely available across the UK

Advantages
• Can require less energy to create than petroleum based plastic

• Can be recycled into other products reducing need for virgin raw materials

Disadvantages
• A product labelled “biodegradable” does not mean that it meets composting standards 

• Biodegradable materials are generally not accepted at commercial composting 
   facilities and will not break down in a landfill site due to insufficient oxygen levels



Plastics that break down due to a combination of physical and bacterial activity are 
called oxo-biodegradable.

Advantages
•  Reduce the amount of carbon emissions during the process of manufacturing 
   bioplastics

• Products which incorporate TDPA additives, before the starting of the degradation 
  process, can be reused

Disadvantages
• Research has shown that oxo-biodegradable plastics only break down into small 
  fragments of plastic that may contribute to the problem of aquatic and marine plastic 
  pollution

• Oxo-biodegradable plastics are formed by mixing an additive into the plastic material 
  that enables a chemical reaction to occur for the material to break down under the 
  right conditions
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