
Good day!

The Association of Professional Landscape Designers (APLD) sponsored an in-depth study of the production, 
use, disposal, and environmental impact of horticultural plastic containers, which culminated in a white paper 
published in July 2020. The research revealed that plastic pots significantly contribute to the proliferation of 
plastic pollution, with numerous adverse environmental effects. As an organization committed to stewardship 
of the land, APLD is profoundly concerned about our industry’s reliance on a material that does not biodegrade, 
leaches toxins into soils and groundwater, is difficult to recycle, and is primarily manufactured from fossil fuels. A 
more sustainable product for growing, shipping, and selling plant material must  be found.

APLD hopes to work with stakeholders in dialog and collaboration to reduce the use of petroleum-based 
plastic in horticultural containers. The ultimate goal is to identify and convert to alternative containers that are 
manufactured with sustainable resources that meet the necessary performance standards. 

We are seeking like-minded landscape professionals, organizations, and industries to join us in this effort. Would 
you consider making a commitment to:

1. Support production of plastic pots made from recycled content by requesting or specifying such products.

2. Encourage manufacturers to develop sustainable alternative containers by (1) indicating a willingness to 
adopt alternative containers that meet your performance expectations for growing and shipping; or (2) by 
specifying plants sold in alternative containers.

3. Increase demand for alternative containers by inviting your clients, customers, and colleagues to make these 
commitments.

APLD will highlight participants making these commitments on its website, in its 
publications and on social media. We will also provide them with a commitment packet 
to help spread the word about their involvement and asking others to get involved.

Additionally, APLD is very interested in hearing from you regarding your own experience 
with using and recycling plastic pots and/or using alternative containers. To share your 
experiences, email communications@apld.org. For more information, please click here to 
read the paper referenced above, or refer to the attached Fact Sheets for the main points 
drawn from the research.

We hope that you share our concerns and our desire to improve the sustainability of horticultural containers and 
will help us build momentum for this effort.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Denise R. Calabrese, CAE
Executive Director
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FACT SHEET: 
Challenges of Plastic Pot Recycling

The process of preparing plastic pots for recycling is cumbersome, complicated, burdensome and cost-
prohibitive. The current recycling technology for plastic pots is inadequate.

Recycling by consumers and landscapers:
• Many recycling stamps on the pots are difficult to identify. Often the print is extremely small and its 

location may vary. It is, therefore, possible that pots with different resins could be mixed.

• There is limited access to recycling centers and collection costs are high.

• Used plastic containers are primarily disposed of in landfills.

Preparing plastics to be recycled at 
recycling plants:

• It is expensive and time-consuming to prepare the pots for recycling:
o All contaminants, such as soil and pesticide residues, need to be removed. Pesticide residue lessens   
 the value of plastic. 
o Insufficiently sanitized pots can lead to contaminated plant material and become a financial liability  
 for growers. Thorough cleaning results in high collection and sanitation costs.

Recycling industry:
• Most optical readers used at recycling facilities cannot identify black plastic pots, so they immediately 

end up in the landfill.

• Not all pots are alike. Many are composed of mixed resins. This complicates the collection and 
recycling processes. Different resins melt at different temperatures. Some may not melt at all and risk 
contaminating the batch and grinding processes.

• Ultraviolet light degradation reduces flexibility and breaks polymers apart rendering the pot 
unrecyclable.

• Plastics generally do not get recycled more than one or two times, because the polymers begin to break 
down. Recycled plastic is largely used in lower value products that in turn are not recyclable.



FACT SHEET: 
Plastic Pots and the Green Industry: 
Production, Use, Disposal, and Environmental Impact

Plastic Pot Production
• The container crop industry used 1.66 billion pounds of 

plastic in 2009.
• Plastic pot production typically involves four types of 

resins: 
o high-density polyethylene (HDPE #2) 
o low-density polyethylene (LDPE#4) 
o polypropylene (PP #5)
o high impact polystyrene (PS #6).

• Over 90% of plastics produced are derived from virgin 
fossil feedstocks.

• Plastic made from virgin feedstocks is cheaper, cleaner, 
and easier to obtain than recycled material. 

Horticultural Use
• Most plants are sold in single-use, petroleum-based 

plastic pots.
• Plastic pots are the standard and most widely accepted 

type of container used in the horticultural and 
agricultural sectors of the green industry. 

• The green industry is concerned about its reliance on 
plastic, but lacks dependable alternatives that meet 
specific performance requirements.

• Plastic’s durability and low cost make it hard to replace.
• Many consumers now view the use of nonrenewable 

plastic products as an unsustainable practice.
• Research shows consumers are willing to pay an 

additional charge for recyclable, plantable and 
compostable pots vs. traditional plastic.

• The majority of growers and landscape service 
providers have little knowledge about biodegradable 
containers available on the market.

Disposal
• Disposal options are limited. The existing recycling 

infrastructure is overwhelmed by the volume of used 
plastic.

• For plastic packaging and containers (which includes 
plastic pots), in 2018 it was estimated that 14.5 million 
tons were generated, of which only 1.98 million tons 
were recycled, and 10 million tons were landfilled.

• China and other Asian countries used to take and 
recycle North America’s used plastics, but this ended 
in 2017, resulting in the loss of a large market for 
the material and a glut of used plastic in the US and 
Canada with nowhere to go.

• Plastics can only be recycled once or twice because 
the polymers break down in the recycling process.

• Recycling horticultural plastic pots is cumbersome, 
complicated, burdensome, and cost-prohibitive.

• 95% of plastic pots end up in landfills.

Environmental Impact
• The initial processes of plastic production and 

distribution all result in emissions of greenhouse 
gases.

• Disposal by incineration releases greenhouse gases 
and pollutants into the air.

• Toxins associated with petroleum-derived materials 
have direct impacts on humans and other species.

• A single plastic item can take hundreds to thousands 
of years to decompose, degrading the natural systems 
around it by leakage of chemicals into soils and water. 

• Plastic does not biodegrade, so nature cannot 
assimilate it back into the environment.

• According to data from the Environmental Protection 
Agency, recycled plastics account for far less 
environmental impact than their virgin counterparts.

• Alternatives to plastic containers are being explored:
o Bioplastic – typically 20% petroleum content and 
   compostable in industrial settings
o Compostable – 100% biodegradable and 
   compostable in either industrial or non-industrial 
   settings
o Plantable – no petroleum content; 100% 
   biodegradable

• While there is potential 
for the adoption of 
alternative pots, they 
are not yet available at 
a scale or price which 
makes them competitive 
with plastic.

H
E

A

LTHY PO
T

S

H
E

A
LTHY PLAN

E
T


