



The UK wide consultation on the proposed ban on the   manufacture, supply and sale of wet wipes containing plastic-October 2023. Some thoughts as to why at this moment in time professional wet wipes should be exempt from any proposed ban.


[bookmark: _Toc132992470][bookmark: _Toc132992471]Some of you will be aware that a UK wide consultation was issued by DEFRA (Department of Environment Food and Rural Affairs) on the 16th of October 2023. The   consultation is entitled “Consultation on the proposed ban of the manufacture, supply and sale of wet wipes containing plastic - October 2023”. The  consultation document and associated  appendix  documentation can be  found at Consultation on the proposed ban of the manufacture supply and sale of wet wipes containing plastic - Defra - Citizen Space . This is a public consultation that is open to anyone to provide comments. The consultation closes on November 25,2023.

For the wet wipes industry this represents a very significant consultation.

The declared reasons for the consultation are   to tackle plastics pollution and its impact on the   environment, economy, and health. The focus is on wet wipes that contains plastic and their impact on the environment.

The proposed ban would be applied by the individual countries within the United Kingdom – England, Wales. Scotland and Northern Ireland. Thus, each administration would seek to introduce regulations via their specific legal mechanisms.

The consultation advises that major brands / retailers   such as Tesco, Boots and Aldi have already removed plastic from the wet wipes that they market or sell. The consultation is interested in receiving views and evidence on the potential impacts of a proposed ban. Such a ban would obviously impact manufacturers, suppliers and sellers of plastic containing wet wipes. It will also impact consumers / users of such products.

Further, the consultation seeks views about potential exemptions of plastic containing wet wipes from certain   product types. Two distinct product types are suggested for potential exemption: (a) “Wipes intended for medical or clinical use” in “all settings.” The second suggested potential exemption category is for “specified industrial, professional and commercial settings” e.g., grease removing wet wipes, spill kits and industrial wipes used in the aerospace and automotive industries. The transactional nature of these wipes is business to business (B2B).


The consultation consists of thirty-seven questions split into three distinct sections:

1. Section 1 (Q1-Q7) relates to information about the individual / organisation that is responding to the consultation.
2. Section 2 (Q8-Q8) relates to specific questions around the proposal.
3. Section 3 (Q19-37) relates to specific questions for organisations and businesses.

For the rest of this article, I would like to   look specifically at section 2 of the consultation. My focus is going to be on “professional wet wipes” and why they should be exempt from any proposed ban on UK manufacture, supply, and sale. The purchasing power of the retailer has already determined that for   UK marketed consumer wet wipes a transition to plastic free wet wipes is at a well-advanced stage.




Setting the scene:

For context I have spent the last thirty years in the wet wipes industry- most of that time being spent looking at B2C wipes specifically cosmetic wet wipes for baby care and make up removal. For the last   six years I have been involved in wet wipes for professional purposes relating to healthcare either surface cleaning and disinfection wipes or patient cleansing wet wipes so B2B transactions.

We cannot ignore that there are issues   with wet wipes or more specifically the inappropriate disposal of wet wipes by end users down the toilet that potentially can contribute to drain line and sewer blockages. The urban sewer system in the United Kingdom was developed during the Victorian era and   it is a combined sewer system – in essence “clean” rainwater, and “dirty” wastewater   be it from toilet flushing, sink basins and kitchens all flow through the same pipework to a wastewater treatment plant. In certain circumstances especially during periods of heavy rainfall the sewer system is overloaded, if combined sewer overflows (CSO’s) which are overflow valves to prevent back up in the wastewater system   are opened then untreated sewage and sewage related debris (SRD) including wet wipes can be released into   a receiving environment. The frequency of use of CSO is disputed “Surfers against sewage” (2023) advise that during 2021 there were   370,000 instances of CSO use in the UK. The UK House of Lords (2023) similarly reported 327,533 instances in 2021 and some 400,000 officially reported instances of CSO discharge in 2020.

The wet wipes industry in Europe including the UK   has made efforts over several years    to label the packaging of wet wipes with appropriate disposal routes   see “Labelling the industry code of practice third edition “EDANA (2022). Yet OFWAT (2022) (UK water Industry regulator) found in a survey that only 64 % of its customers understood that flushing wipes can directly impact sewerage systems. In Europe, the labelling of non-flushable plastic containing wet wipes with appropriate disposal instruction is mandatory. In the UK, such labelling of non-flushable wet wipes is voluntary. A first stage response to the issue of drain and sewer blockage should be to introduce mandatory labelling on all non-flushable wet wipes (be they plastic containing or non-plastic containing). A second stage needs to be a combined industry approach (UK water Industry/ wet wipe brand owners & manufacturers) to educate users of wet wiping products about appropriate disposal routes for their products.

 Let us look at the consultation questions.

There are some interesting questions in section 2.

Question 8 asks the question: To what extent do you agree with the following statement, “I/my organisation would support the proposal set out above to introduce a ban on the manufacture of wet wipes that contain plastic”? 

This is followed by question  9  that   asks  the question: To what extent do you agree with the following statement, “I/my organisation would support the proposal set out above to introduce a ban on the supply or sale of wet wipes that contain plastic, including giving away for free”? 


I have   disagreed with both statements the reasoning for my disagreement overlaps   with my reasoning in answering questions   16   and 17 positively for   potential exemptions for “hospital” and “industrial” plastic containing wet wipes.

Question 16 asks the following:

[bookmark: _Hlk149585244][bookmark: _Hlk149633256]“To what extent do you agree with the following statement, “I/my organisation supports an exemption for plastic-containing wet wipes that are used in hospitals and have certain clinical and/or medical uses”?

And question 17 asks the following: 

[bookmark: _Hlk149572317]“To what extent do you agree with the following statement “I/my organisation supports an exemption for plastic-containing wet wipes in certain industrial and professional uses (business to business sales only)”?

My reasoning is as follows:


[bookmark: _Hlk149630440]When people think about wet wipes, they tend to think about baby wet wipes and make up remover wipes i.e., those that are in daily use within domestic premises. These are referred to as “consumer” wet wipes. These are wipes which have been sourced as business to consumer transactions (B2C).

However, there are different types of wet wiping products that have been consciously designed for specific purposes within a variety of use areas. These are wipes which have been sourced as business-to-business transactions (B2B).


It is these other essential areas of professional use that should not be included   within the scope of any proposed UK ban on the manufacture, sale and supply of wet wipes containing plastic.

EDANA (European Disposables and Nonwovens Association) drafted a simple tabulation that gives illustrative examples of the different types of wet wipes that are commonly utilised. See : Nonwovens in wipes (edana.org) (Accessed October,2023)
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Table 1: The different types of Nonwoven wet wipes on the market. Courtesy of EDANA (2023 (b))

[bookmark: _Hlk149632656]This tabulation differentiates between consumer wet wiping products and Professional wet wiping products. The table was developed   during the consultation period for the European Union’s Single Use plastics Directive - Directive (EU) 2019/904 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 June 2019 on the reduction of the impact of certain plastic products on the environment. A similar categorisation of wet wiping products was published by the EU Commission in a Commission Notice 2021/C216/01. Commission guidelines on single use plastic products in accordance with Directive (EU) 2019/906 of the European Parliament and of the Council on the reduction of the impact of certain plastic products on the Environment – this is often referred to as the “guidelines document”. See appendix 1, this tabulation lists the wet wipe categories that are within the scope of EU Directive 2019/904 and those industrial and professional wet wiping products that are out of scope of Directive 2019/904.

At conception, the scope of the EU single Use plastics Directive covered “pre-wetted wet wipes for personal care and domestic use. Excluded were industrial wipes.” The exclusions were further added to   with the publication of the guidelines document which recognised the exclusion of wet wipes used for healthcare purposes from the scope of the Directive. Thus, professional products within the EU context includes Medical and Healthcare wipes and industrial use more precisely:

Medical / healthcare wipes such as hospital grade disinfectant wipes to clean and disinfect surfaces and intended for industrial or professional use.

and

Medical/ healthcare wipes such as patient care wipes for human hygiene purposes and intended for industrial or professional use. Commission Notice 2021/C216/01.

Additionally, such plastic containing wet wipes within the professional wet wipes category used in the   European Union have NOT been subject to:

(a) a ban (for either manufacture, supply, or sale) or 
(b) to the proposed EPR “Extended producer responsibility” (tax or levy). 

Manufacturers of all plastic containing wet wipes within the EU can still manufacture, export, and sell plastic containing wet wipes for consumer products and for professional products. However, they are required to label consumer wet wipe products that contain plastic with appropriate disposal markings and   text stating that the wet wipe product “contains plastic.” In 2024 CONSUMER wet wipe products   within the EU 27 that   specifically contain plastic will be further subject to Extended Producer responsibility and will have a financial tax / penalty applied to them because they contain plastic components.



Healthcare/ Professional wet wipes:

Specifically, within the healthcare sector there are different categories of healthcare wipes that each perform an essential   function. I have identified four categories:

A hospital grade disinfectant wipe is a wipe impregnated with an active disinfectant solution used for environmental, surface, and equipment disinfection within the acute care hospital sector. Such a product should meet the performance requirements of the biocidal product regulation and/or the medical device regulations. After use these products should always be treated as clinical waste and disposed of by incineration or other approved method. 
 
A hospital and community disinfectant wipe. As health authorities move to treat more patients away from hospital; both at home and in community facilities, there arises a need to use hospital grade disinfectant products in the community. Such products should meet the same performance criteria as for hospital use. Disposal instructions must be carefully considered, and instruction provided. 
 
A patient care wipe is one of a broad range of products used directly on the patient skin, before medical procedures or while resident in the hospital. These products may be impregnated with antiseptic and/or cleansing formulations. These impregnated products must conform to regulatory    requirements applicable to their use and labelling. After use, these products should be disposed of as clinical waste / offensive waste and treated as above. Their required use in the community should adhere to the same criteria as above.

A hospital and community detergent wipe are a wipe impregnated with a detergent solution used   for environmental, surface and equipment cleaning in both hospital and community facilities prior to disinfection.

These different categories of wet wiping products will be regulated by product specific legislation ranging from Cosmetic Products, Biocidal products, CE Marked Medical devices, Detergent products and Medicinal/Pharmaceutical products.

Some of the above product definitions highlight “care in the community,” this is a UK wide policy that refers to the   provision of support and medical treatment for people with disabilities, the elderly and for people with mental health issues within their own homes or community settings rather in a hospital environment. This policy is underpinned by several legislative Acts including NHS and Community Care Act 1990.The output of this consultation must acknowledge that patient care is not only provided in hospital environments it is provided for within the wider community.


Professional wet wipes came to the fore during the recent global covid 19 pandemic of 2019- 2021 when there was an unprecedented necessity for locally produced (UK Manufactured) surface cleaning and disinfection products that had proven efficacy   against named pathogenic organisms. During this period the nonwovens industry, brand owners and UK based wet wipe manufacturers made significant contribution to reducing the potential impact of the pandemic on the UK population. The UK should not be   at risk of losing this capability for local manufacture of essential professional products.


Efficacy requirements for professional wet wipes are set by the customer rather. 
than by wet wipe manufacturers and suppliers – for example, NHS UK Supply Chain with competitive   tenders   for   wet wiping products will include minimum technical    specifications (e.g., a maximum ‘contact / kill time’ for specific named pathogenic organisms such as viruses and bacteria). Prescribed standards included in appendix 3 of the framework agreement specification for disposable wipes for surface cleaning and disinfection (NHS England 2022) are:

(a) BSEN 16615:2015
(b) [bookmark: _Hlk149635083]BSEN 14476 2013 +A2:2019
(c) BSEN16777:2018
(d) [bookmark: _Hlk149640113]BS14885:2018


Such claims of product efficacy must be supported by   independent laboratory testing accredited   by UKAS   and compliant with BSEN 17025:2017.

A significant corpus   of evidence exists showing to the effectiveness of wet wipes in reducing the spread of infection and their cost-effectiveness (e.g., Doan, L.et al (2012), Casini, B. et al (2018), Garvey, M.I. (2018), Siani, H. (2018) and Wiemken, T.L (2014)). 
We should recall a key priority during the recent Covid 19 pandemic   was hand hygiene (hands, face & space), Antimicrobial wipes are as effective as soap and water in ensuring hand hygiene (Loveday, H.P. et al 2021; Wilkinson, M.A.C. et al 2018).

International studies have shown how wipes for daily bed bathing can help mitigate risks posed by drug resistant organisms in intensive care units during endemics (Ruiz et al 2017 and Chung, Y.K et at 2015) – demonstrating how wipes play an effective role in patient hygiene and in reducing the risk of infection.

These products are made, at least in part, with plastic to ensure their effectiveness against clinically relevant viruses and bacteria. By contrast, wipes made entirely from natural fibres have been proven (Song, X. et al 2019) to be less effective as they absorb more of the wipes active disinfectant than plastic containing wipes.

[bookmark: _Hlk149662682]For efficacious, cost-effective surface disinfection purposes the inclusion of plastics in wet wiping products should currently be considered essential. Dual action products that contain Quaternary ammonium compounds as their active ingredients are extensively used as surface disinfection agents in hospital grade disinfectant wet wiping products. However, Quaternary ammonium compounds are susceptible to quenching / absorption onto cellulose based wiping substrates. The absorption of active substance can be > 60 %. (Pascoe, M.J. et al. 2022). Biofilm eradication performance of QAC-based wipes was greater when opting for thermoplastic materials such as PP or PET, as adsorption of the active substance to such materials is minimized (Pascoe et al. 2022).

Products regulated as cosmetic wet wipes and used for patient skin cleansing   often referred to as “waterless bathing” have produced a reduction in the occurrence of skin integrity deterioration in intervention groups where such no rinse washcloths were used (Zanichelli et al 2021). Such products do not need to contain plastic however the European commission recognised the importance of these product types and excluded them from the scope of the EU Single use plastics Directive as being “medical/healthcare wipes such as patient care wipes for huma hygiene purposes and intended for industrial or professional use” Commission Notice 2021/C216/01

Industrial/ Professional wet wipes:

Similarly, users of plastic containing industrial wet wipes   would be negatively impacted by any proposed ban on the manufacture, supply, and sale of such wipes within the United Kingdom.

Industrial wipes are specialised cleaning wipes that are designed for heavy duty cleaning tasks in various industries. They differ from consumer wet wipes (like baby wet wipes) as they are formulated to handle tougher dirt, grease and contaminants commonly encountered in industrial settings.

Typical uses include:

· Hand Cleaning: For workers who do not have immediate access to soap and water.
· Tool cleaning: Wiping down tools and equipment to remove grease, oil, or other residues.
· Surface Preparation: Before painting or applying adhesives, a clean surface is essential. These wipes ensure surfaces are free of contaminants.
· Machinery and equipment: Cleaning and maintaining heavy machinery in industries like manufacturing, automotive and construction. 

 Within Industry there are many specific applications   for plastic   containing wet wipe usage   that are dictated by hygiene requirements, cleaning efficacy, convenience, and cost effectiveness. For instance, the use of plastic containing   wet wipes in    the optical industry are for cleaning purposes. The wipes being used for cleaning lenses and equipment ensuring they are free from dust and fingerprints   that could interfere with optical instrument accuracy or vision. In the printing industry the maintenance of a clean environment is   crucial to ensure the quality of prints and proper equipment functioning. Plastic containing wet wipes are used extensively for cleaning and maintenance tasks.

Several industrial applications require low linting materials   to prevent contamination. Low linting wet wipes are   critical for applications where   minimal particle generation is a priority, such as electronics cleaning, aerospace, optics, medical devices, and controlled environments like clean rooms. Synthetic fibres can be fabricated to minimise linting Polyester is one of the most popular materials for low lint wipes due to its strength and cleanliness. Clean room wipes are often made from 100% continuous filament polyester. Polypropylene is inherently low in lint and is commonly used in industries requiring high levels of cleanliness. e.g., cleaning/ disinfecting medical devices.

Synthetic fibres such as polypropylene and polyester included within the wipe substrate(applicator) can increase the wipes tensile strength and resistance to tearing as industrial wet wipes often need to be more durable and robust in comparison to consumer wet wipes,  

Further plastic containing wet wipes are resistant to a wide range of chemicals. Industrial wet wipes are often impregnated with aggressive solvents and or they are used to clean up chemicals/ chemical spillages. For instance, Hypochlorite impregnated wet wipes used for surface disinfection in clinical environments are fabricated from Polyester because of its chemical resistance.

Thus, the “essential” nature of plastic- in industrial wet wipes is driven primarily by the specific end use applications and the current state of materials technology. As technology advances and more sustainable alternatives become   more viable the reliance on traditional plastics   might reduce.

Recycled materials are already incorporated into some “plastic” fibres used in wet wiping products e.g., recycled Polyester RPet from post-consumer recycled Polyester bottles (Indorama Ventures, 2023) and Pre-consumer recycled Polypropylene   e.g., the Endura range of PP spun bond form Berry Global (2023).
[bookmark: _Hlk149217903][bookmark: _Hlk149217903]

Thus, exemptions for any ban on the manufacture, supply and sale   of plastic containing wet wipes must be made for wet wiping products used in:

(a) Healthcare and (b) Industrial applications.
 
B2B and B2C transactions:

The EU Guidelines document   clarifies B2B and B2C transactions and domestic and professional use thus, “the point of purchase, distribution channel and type of end user are important elements that should be considered in order to determine whether certain wet wipes are intended for domestic or professional use. For instance, wet wipes sold through professional distribution channels e.g., business-to-business channels, and which are used by healthcare professionals are intended for professional use and would not be included in the scope of the Directive. However, wet wipes which are sold in business-to-consumer channels and distributed to non-professional consumers, e.g., wet wipes, which can be purchased by individual consumers at a pharmacy and used at home, are not considered as professional use. These products are therefore included in the scope of the Directive” Commission Notice 2021/C216/01.

Waste management and Professional wet wipes:

Within both professional environment’s waste is well managed. The risk of inappropriate flushing   of used wet wipes down the toilet is minimal and thus the risk of environmental pollution including marine pollution is minimal.

[bookmark: _Hlk149649073][bookmark: _Hlk149210946]Within the UK Health sector HTM 07-01 (NHS England,2023) gives guidance on the safe and sustainable management of healthcare waste whereby waste must be classified, segregated, and stored prior to disposal – as such there is a reduced potential for such waste to be the cause of littering or damage to the marine environment. A significant proportion of   used wet wiping products would be categorised as “offensive waste” under HTM 07-01 thus at paragraph 5.234 “Offensive waste is suitable for conventional EfW, provided that the site at which it is intended to be treated is licensed and permitted to do so. Currently, no technologies exist to recycle offensive waste, so recovering energy from it using incineration is the best available method under the Waste Hierarchy. Doing so will also help the NHS achieve its landfill diversion targets. Offensive waste must be correctly classified and segregated to help support this.” Thus, some of the greenhouse gases emitted by incineration is “offset” by power generation and irrespective of the composition of the wet wipe material offensive waste would currently be most appropriately disposed of by incineration.

Thus, irrespective of the composition of the wet   wipe material be it plastic containing or plastic free the offensive waste would be disposed   of via incineration. It thus poses no risk to the sewer system or the marine environment.
      
Question 13 of the consultation   was drafted as:

Do you think the definition of wet wipes used within this consultation is suitable?

The proposed definition is not suitable for the following reasons.

The current definition that this consultation is proposing to define wet wipes containing plastic as ‘a nonwoven piece of fabric that contains plastic which   has been soaked and stored in a liquid.’ 

A key definition that is missing from this consultation is “single use.”    
A definition for “single use” is to be found in The Environmental Protection (Single use Plastic products) (Scotland) Regulations (2021) and   Scottish Government (2022) whereby,  A single-use product is a product that is not conceived, designed, or placed on the market to accomplish, within its life span, multiple trips, or rotations by being returned to a producer for refill or re-used for the same purpose for which it was conceived. Directive 2019/ 904 EC  defines  a single use  product   as   “a product that is made wholly or partly from plastic and that is not conceived, designed, or placed on the market to accomplish, within its life span, multiple trips or rotations by being returned to a producer for refill or re-used for the same purpose for which it was conceived” . The European definition confirms that there is no de minimis regarding the level of plastic permitted in a product. Traditionally wet wipe substrates have been blends of different fibre types some fibre types being plastic combined with other non-plastic fibres.

In contrast English Legislation in the form of The Environmental Protection (Plastic straws, cotton buds and stirrers) (England) Regulations 2020 defines specific individual single use plastic items e.g., Straws and plastic stemmed cotton buds.

Additionally, it is my view you need to consider the different categories of wet wipes and where they are likely to be used and therefore most likely to be disposed of and arguably pose the greatest risk of in-appropriate disposal. Thus, the UK should follow the lead of the European Union where legislation was developed that at recital twelve to Directive 2019/904 looked specifically at “Wet wipes for personal care and domestic use should also be within the scope of this Directive, whereas industrial wet wipes should be excluded”. This definition was expanded further on page 38 of  the guidelines  document  to be ‘Wet wipes, i.e. pre-wetted personal care and domestic wipes’ and  further “a wet wipe in the context of the Directive can be understood as a small piece of pre-moistened or pre-wetted material containing plastic and which is conceived, designed and placed on the market for single-use (disposable) and intended for personal care e.g. personal hygiene or domestic use e.g. household cleaning purposes. 

Prewetted wipes typically contain an impregnation liquid which has been added to the wipe before it is placed on the market. 

A personal care wet wipe is intended to be used for hygiene purposes. These include cleansing and caring of skin of both human adults and babies e.g., baby wipes, cosmetic/make-up removal wipes, intimate care wipes etc.”

Further “A domestic use wet wipe is intended to be used in domestic premises. These include wet wipes used for household cleaning purposes e.g., wipes used to clean kitchen and bathroom surfaces, wet wipes used to clean personal vehicles, spectacle cleaning wipes, etc.”

Thus, the definition of wet wipes in scope of any proposed UK legislation should be broadened to:

Single use plastic containing pre-wetted wet wipes for personal care and domestic use. 

Excluded are professional wet wipes (including Industrial and Healthcare wipes).

Then we come to question 14 of the consultation- a fundamental question.:

Do you think the definitions of plastic used within this consultation are suitable?


I do not think that they are suitable for the following reasons:

The definition(s) of plastic used within this UK consultation are as follows:

1. In England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, we are proposing to define plastic as “a material consisting of polymer to which additives or other substances may have been added, and which can function as a main structural component of final products, with the exception of natural polymers that have not been chemically modified.” Chemical modification occurs during processing rather than extraction. A ‘not chemically modified substance’ is defined as “a substance whose chemical structure remains unchanged, even if it has undergone a chemical process or treatment, or a physical mineralogical transformation, for instance to remove impurities.” This definition is internationally recognised and is consistent with the definition used in UK registration, evaluation, authorisation, and restriction of chemicals (REACH)[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  UK REACH - HSE] 


2. In Wales, the definition of plastic intends to capture the same types of material as the English, Scottish and Northern Irish definition, however it is worded differently in the Environmental Protection (Single-use Plastic Products) (Wales) Act 2023:

a. "Plastic" means a material consisting of a polymer, other than an adhesive, paint, or ink, and includes a material consisting of a polymer that has other substances added to it.

b. "Polymer" means a polymer that can function as the main structural component of a product and does not include a natural polymer that has not been chemically modified."


Within the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland it is highly confusing having two separate definitions   for a material type i.e., “plastic” one definition specific to Wales and one specific to England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. Both definitions have similarity to the fuller definition of plastic that is referenced in the EU Single use plastics Directive 2019/904 and the associated guidelines document Commission Notice 2021/C216/01.

Within Directive 2019/904 at  Article 3(1) Plastic is  defined as  1) ‘plastic’ means a material consisting of a polymer as defined in point 5 of Article 3 of Regulation (EC) No 1907/2006, to which additives or other substances may have been added, and which can function as a main structural component of final products, with the exception of natural polymers that have not been chemically modified.

Recital eleven of Directive 2019/904 further advises that “Paints, inks and adhesives should not be addressed by this Directive and therefore these polymeric materials should not be covered by the definition”. 

[bookmark: _Hlk149074002]At an EU level the definition of plastic is further elaborated in Commission Notice 2021/C216/01 – The “guidelines document” at section 2 “General themes and definitions” specifically at 2.1 (pp.5 to 8). This section defines key terms/ phrases   such as “polymer,” “can function as the main structural component of the product” and “natural polymers that have not been chemically modified.”

In the first instant the United Kingdom (England, Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales) should align on a definition of Plastic with respect to single use Pre wetted wet wipes for personal care and domestic use   with the existing   definition as used within the EU  27 member states. The EU is the UK’s biggest trading partner- accounting for some 40 % of UK foreign trade in goods (European Commission 2023). No additional barriers to trade should be presented both (a) within a United Kingdom   and (b) with our largest trading partners. 

However, EU Directive 2019 /904 will be subject to review in 2027. The definition of plastic may be reviewed at that time by EU member states and may be subject to change as the EU transitions from a “circular economy action plan” (European Commission ,2020) to a “Green deal” (European Commission ,2019). Advances in polymer innovation should dictate that the definition of plastic is periodically reviewed.

It is my view that the UK in total should follow the definition of plastic as currently exists in EU Directive 2019/904 and the Commission Notice 2021/C216/01. The UK should none the less have foresight and leadership and craft legislation that does not stifle potential innovation. Bioplastics are being developed that are demonstrated as being fully biodegradable in a range of environmental conditions. Such materials should not be excluded from potential beneficial use to society and the environment because they are identified as “Plastic.”

[bookmark: _Hlk149570065]Similarly question 15 is an important question.

Wet wipes marketed as ‘natural,’ ‘biodegradable’ or ‘plastic free’ may be made from polymers which have undergone chemical extraction, processing, and refinement processes. Do you think wet wipes marketed in this way should be considered ‘plastic free’ and excluded from the proposed ban? For each material, please explain why:

(a) Viscose
(b) Lyocell
(c) Reconstituted Cotton fibre

I believe all three materials should be considered plastic free   for the following reasons:

Viscose and Lyocell fibres are made from cellulose. In the northern hemisphere the largest supplier of such fibres is Lenzing AG. See: Technologies - Lenzing - innovative by nature.(Lenzing(2023)) Lenzing use renewable raw materials in the form of wood from trees   to  manufacture  both Viscose and Lyocell fibres .99 percent  of the wood used by Lenzing into Viscose and Lyocell production is  sourced  from sustainably managed forestry certified to  both FSC® (FSC-C041246) and / or PEFC™ (PEFC/06-33-92).

Viscose, Lyocell and cotton are all cellulosic fibres all of which biodegrade in soil, fresh water, and marine water. A recent study at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography (Lenzing 2023(b)) has shown full biodegradability of Viscose and Lyocell fibres on the sea floor within 30 days. Lenzing Viscose and Lyocell fibres are independently certified by TÜV Austria for biodegradation in all test environments (soil, industrial composting, home composting, fresh water, and marine water) within the time periods set by the relevant standards.

In EU Commission Notice 2021/C216/01 “not chemically modified substance: means a substance whose chemical structure remains unchanged, even if it has undergone a chemical process or treatment, or a physical mineralogical transformation, for instance to remove impurities.’

The definition proposed in England Scotland and Northern Ireland is ‘not chemically modified substance’ is defined as “a substance whose chemical structure remains unchanged, even if it has undergone a chemical process or treatment, or a physical mineralogical transformation, for instance to remove impurities.”  As advised in the   consultation DEFRA (2023). This definition is internationally recognised in Article 3(40) of REGULATION (EC) No 1907/2006   and is consistent with the definition used in UK registration, evaluation, authorisation, and restriction of chemicals (REACH).

Further Natural polymers are understood as polymers which are the result of a polymerisation process that has taken place in nature, independently of the extraction process with which they have been extracted. This means that natural polymers are not necessarily "substances which occur in nature" when assessed according to the criteria set out in Article 3(39) of the Reach Regulation. ECHA (2023).

[bookmark: _Hlk149219415]Commission notice 2021/C216/01  goes further  stating  “The terms have not been chemically modified in point (1) of Article 3 of the Directive, with regard to natural polymers, are to be interpreted as follows: the decision whether a polymer has been chemically modified in its production or not should take into account only the difference between the ingoing and the resulting polymer, disregarding any modifications which might have taken place during production processes, as those are not relevant for the properties and the behaviour of the polymer used and eventually potentially released into the environment. This means that, for example, regenerated cellulose, e.g., in form of viscose, lyocell and cellulosic film, is not considered to be chemically modified, as the resulting polymers are not chemically modified compared to the ingoing polymer.”

Thus, the EU commission considers both Viscose and Lyocell to be non-plastic.

“Regenerated cellulose fibres have the same molecular structure as cellulose and are not chemically modified All plants contain cellulose as a major structural polymer. Especially in wood, cellulose is the main constituent together with lignin. Cellulose fibres can also be produced by an industrial process, by extraction of the cellulose from plant material, dissolution, and regeneration. The most important raw material used is wood, therefore these fibre types are also summarised as wood-based fibres. They are termed viscose, modal, and lyocell according to the generic fibre names by BISFA1 (BISFA, 2017). The cellulose in natural fibres (cotton and bast fibres) and regenerated cellulose fibres (viscose, lyocell…) is the same natural polymer and completely identical. The production process starts from the renewable raw material wood. In the first step, pulp is produced in a process very similar to paper pulp making. Following, this pulp is dissolved either by a non-isolated intermediate (viscose) or by direct physical dissolution (lyocell). Viscose and lyocell fibres are pure cellulose without any chemical modification. Viscose and lyocell have the same molecular structure as the natural cellulose. It is known that cellulose in both natural and regenerated cellulose fibres is biodegradable by the same enzyme systems of microorganisms” EDANA (2020).

With respect to “reconstituted cotton”

I am less familiar with the use of Cotton in wet wiping products. I am interpreting reconstituted cotton to mean a process whereby cotton or cotton by-products such as   linters and short fibres are broken down or reconstituted. The breakdown can by mechanical as in fabric/ textile disintegration and reconstitution into a fibre can occur through a chemical process like how viscose rayon and other regenerated cellulose fibres are produced Academic Accelerator, (2023). That being the case the same reasoning as applied to viscose and Lyocell should be applied whereby reconstituted   cotton is not considered to be chemically modified, as the resulting polymers are not chemically modified compared to the ingoing polymer.” Chemical recycling is   the only way to recycle the waste of the mechanical recycling process that cannot be processed via textile yarn spinning. With chemical recycling the input material is purified, and the regenerated fibre is of a quality comparable to virgin fibre. I am led to believe that  reconstituted cotton is  not used widely into wiping applications . There was a  fad  with  fashion  items  to include  regenerated   cotton within items to claim “cotton enhanced” . If used it is used as a blend with Viscose or polyester

[bookmark: _Hlk149586503][bookmark: _Hlk149572094]Thus, with all the above reasoning the European Commission considers both Viscose and Lyocell to be natural polymers. Thus, pure cellulosic wet wiping material fabricated from either Viscose or Lyocell  can be legitimately  marketed as “natural”, “biodegradable” and “plastic free” and assuming reconstituted cotton fibre involves a chemical process  similar to how viscose rayon and other regenerated cellulose  fibres are produced they too can be legitimately  marketed as “natural”, “biodegradable” and “plastic free”.


Conclusions:

Over the past couple of years, I have had the opportunity to speak with various UK politician in Wales, Scotland, and England with respect to single use plastic containing wet wipes. It is fair to say that during my early conversations not many politicians were aware of the different types of wet wipes that exist and the sometime essential   functions that they perform. This is not surprising given the VUCA world in which we live that has been dominated by pandemics, cost of living crisis, confrontations, and climate change. 

An entire product type has been labelled and identified as a problem. I hope that the above raises awareness that there are   different types of wet wipe that can be used   within a domestic environment and within a professional environment. It is wipe use within a domestic environment   that poses the greatest risk of inappropriate disposal whereby non-flushable wet wipes (be they plastic containing and non-plastic containing) are flushed down the toilet and potentially can be involved in drain line and sewer blockage. The use of CSO’s   within the UK’s urban wastewater treatment   system   can result in sewage related debris being recovered from   receiving environment. 

There needs to be mandatory labelling on the packaging of   non-flushable wet wipes relating to correct disposal instructions “DO NOT FLUSH.” The impacted industries - wet wipe manufactures, brand owners, retailers and the UK Wastewater industry need to come together and work with devolved administrations   to facilitate communication and education of the DO NOT FLUSH message.

In professional settings plastic wet wipes use is essential for cost, convenience, functionality, and efficacy. In these environments   waste is well managed and the risk of inappropriate flushing of used   wet wipes is minimal and the risk of pollution of a receiving environment and causing environmental harm is minimised.
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Table 2: Examples of different wet wipe categories which are   both within scope   and out of scope of the   European Union Single Use Plastics Directive. Courtesy of Commission Notice 2021/C216/01. Note the exclusion of industrial wet wipes and professional use wet wipes from the scope of the EU Legislation.
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