THE SUSTAINABILITY INDEX, COMPOSED OF TWELVE DIFFERENT ATTRIBUTES, MEASURES ECONOMIC, SOCIAL, AND
ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY. THE MATERIALS MANAGEMENT ATTRIBUTE ENCOURAGES REDUCING, REUSING,
AND RECYCLING PLASTIC, INCLUDING PLASTIC POTS. THE AMERICAN PUBLIC GARDENS ASSOCIATION HAS TEAMED UP
WITH MISSOURI BOTANICAL GARDEN AND THE ASSOCIATION OF PROFESSIONAL LANDSCAPE DESIGNERS TO RAISE
AWARENESS ABOUT THIS ISSUE IMPACTING THE HORTICULTURAL INDUSTRY.

PROGRAM SPOTLIGHT

PERSPECTIVE ON PLASTIC POTS
Jean Ponzi

As sustainability continues to be a focus for public gardens—
and for the green industry overall—understanding the challenges
of horticultural plastics can help develop the kinds of collaborative
action needed to deal with this special waste stream.
Missouri Botanical Garden ran a pot recycling program in the St.
Louis region for 22 years, turning it over in 2017 to a local recycling
company that specializes in plastics. Collection was suspended here in
spring 2020, at first due in part to COVID-19 concerns. But costs have
prevented a restart; there is no global market for the types of
plastic used for garden containers.
We learned much from this work, and our EarthWays Center staff
continue to track pot plastic issues and options.
WE RECYCLE PLASTIC FOOD AND BEVERAGE CONTAINERS, SO WHY NOT POTS?
This is a good question and has three answers:
• The mix of plastic resins used to make garden plastic pots, trays, flats and cell-packs includes
some of the lowest-value types of plastic. These resins are cheap to mold into containers
durable enough to support commercial movement of plants, but not suitable to remanufacture into a next generation of useful items.
• Most garden plastic containers are black. The Material Recovery Facilities (MRFs) that
sort and process the items accepted in our home recycling systems use sophisticated optical
scanning equipment to efficiently sort the huge volumes of mixed plastic we send to them
from our single-stream bins. Optical scan beams can’t “see” through black plastic, so this
equipment can’t sort garden plastics in the same way it sorts bottles, jugs, and the other
household plastics we recycle at home.
• Dirt remains in most garden pots even when we dump them out. Our recycling industry
service providers ask us to put stuff into our bins that is “empty, rinsed, and dry.” Soil
residues will contaminate this material stream, endangering the recycling systems we rely
on every day.
[16, 17]

WHAT ABOUT ALTERNATIVES TO PLASTIC POTS?
This is a logical question, but it does not have an easy answer.
Plastic has become a reliable, low-cost way to get live plants
from growers to gardeners in top condition, through
intensive handling and shipping systems. We need to think
about the total costs of using a material that is so “cheap” to
make and use that its worth in recycling has dropped to a
negative value. This is a key consideration for dealing with
plastic pollution overall.
Alternative efforts are in the works, for example:
• The Sustainability Committee of Association of
Professional Landscape Designers (APLD) reached out
to us at the Garden in 2018, having learned about the
recycling program we developed.
• APLD’s green leaders want to understand these issues and
tackle options to reduce plastic waste because of their work
across the horticultural industry. Read the research paper
APLD produced (cited at the end of this article) to learn
more about the issues surrounding garden plastic waste.
• Plant production systems that don’t rely on plastic pots are
working, though still on a limited scale. One of the St. Louis
region’s largest growers and plant wholesalers, Jost
Greenhouses, has been using the Ellepot equipment and
materials system, developed in Denmark, for several years.
The Ellepot system produces plants in compostable wraps
and reusable trays. Jost’s landscaping company customers
experience a 30–40% efficiency in labor costs as they install
these “potless” plants.
• On Missouri Botanical Garden’s horticulture team,
Greenhouse Manager Derek Lyle is constantly looking for
ways to cut plastic pot waste. By evaluating the kinds of pots
he needed, Lyle streamlined the variety of pots used, which
in turn facilitated re-use of pots in our production
programs. These shifts have cut supply costs, especially as
the cost of plastic products has increased.
• Local garden centers and growers are most likely to try
plastic pot alternatives, produced from resources ranging
from miscanthus fiber to cow manure. Buying local is green!
What options are in use in your area?

Sustainable progress is built on good questions. What
marketable end-uses could be developed for this material?
What partnerships are needed to address the kinds of
technical and logistical issues needed for a systemic change?
And how can pot-plastic action advocates team up with other
plastic reduction campaigns?
Dealing with garden plastics takes much more than recycling.
Today there are still more questions than answers. The
American Public Gardens Association encourages our
members to sign on to Healthy Pots – Healthy Planet, an
initiative of APLD, the Association of Professional
Landscape Designers.

TO READ MORE, PLEASE SEE THE FOLLOWING:
https://www.apld.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/
APLD-Plastic-Pots-White-Paper.pdf
Ellepot system link: https://www.ellepot.com
CowPots link: https://cowpots.com
APLD Healthy Pots Healthy Planet link:
https://www.apld.org/healthy-pots-healthy-planet
Jean Ponzi is the Green Resources Manager
at EarthWays Center of Missouri Botanical Garden.

PUBLIC GARDEN MAGAZINE Volume 37, Issue 1, 2022

< Back to Table of Contents

