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Biodegradability

Biodegradability of surfactants

The Detergents Regulation covers:

• ‘Primary biodegradation’, i.e. the structural change (transformation) of a 
surfactant by micro-organisms resulting in the loss of its surface-active properties 
due to the degradation of the parent substance and consequential loss of the 
surface-active property as measured by test methods listed in Annex II.

• ‘Ultimate aerobic biodegradation’, i.e. the level of biodegradation achieved when 
the surfactant is totally used by micro-organisms in the presence of oxygen 
resulting in its breakdown to carbon dioxide, water and mineral salts of any other 
elements present (mineralisation), as measured by test methods listed in Annex III, 
and new microbial cellular constituents (biomass).

The issues relating to anaerobic biodegradation and the biodegradation of the main 
non-surfactant organic detergent ingredients are not covered under the Detergents 
Regulation, but addressed in many ecolabelling schemes.
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Comparison of biodegradability requirements in EU Ecolabels

Surfactants
must be
aNBO

Surfactants must be anNBO Limits on aNBO
of organics

Limits on 
anNBO of 
organics

LD
X

separately for 
liquid and powder

X
separately for 

liquid and powder

DD X X

IIDD X X

X
separately for soft, 
medium and hard 

water

X
separately for soft, 
medium and hard 

water

HDD X

Surfactants that are not 
biodegradable under anaerobic 
conditions may be used in the 

product provided that the surfactants 
are not classified with H400/R50 

(Very toxic to aquatic life) within the 
limit specified.

APC X

Surfactants not biodegradable under 
anaerobic conditions may be used in 

the product within specified 
limitations provided that they are not 
classified with H400/R50 (Very toxic 

to aquatic life)
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Consumer laundry detergents
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Biodegradability

I&I laundry detergents
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Biodegradability

I&I laundry detergents
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Biodegradability

Consumer dishwasher detergents
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Biodegradability

I&I dishwasher detergents
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Biodegradability

Hand dishwashing detergents
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Biodegradability

Cleaning products
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Biodegradability

Common approach
To be discussed at the 1st AHWG meeting

a) Biodegradability of surfactants

All surfactants shall be biodegradable under aerobic conditions. 

All (non-ionic and cationic) surfactants shall be biodegradable under anaerobic 
conditions.

b) Biodegradability of organic substances and mixtures

The content of organic substances and mixtures in the product that are 
aerobically non-biodegradable (not readily biodegradable aNBO) or 
anaerobically non-biodegradable (anNBO) shall not exceed the following limits 
for the reference dosage:

Product type aNBO anNBO
Type of product x,xx g x,xx g
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Common approach
To be discussed at the 1st AHWG meeting

Assessment and verification: The applicant shall provide documentation for the 
degradability of surfactants, as well as the calculations of aNBO and anNBO for the product.
A spreadsheet for use in calculating aNBO and anNBO values is available on the EU Ecolabel 
website.

For both surfactants and aNBO and anNBO values, reference shall be made to the DID List. 
For ingredients which are not included in the DID List, the relevant information from 
literature or other sources, or appropriate test results, showing that they are aerobically 
and anaerobically biodegradable shall be provided as described in Appendix I.

In the absence of documentation in accordance with the above requirements, an ingoing 
substances and mixtures other than a surfactant may be exempted from the requirement 
for anaerobic degradability if one of the following three alternatives is fulfilled:

1. Readily degradable and has low adsorption (A < 25%,);

2. Readily degradable and has high desorption (D > 75%);

3. Readily degradable and non-bioaccumulating.

Testing for adsorption/desorption may be conducted in accordance with OECD guidelines 
106.
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Biodegradability
Consultation question

• Can the approach voted most recently for the product groups of industrial and 
institution products be adopted for all product groups?

Need for stakeholders involvement into proposing new thresholds, once the 
common approach is agreed.

Changes to the currently existing thresholds will be analysed and proposed 
following the agreement on the common approach
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Thank you


