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Abstract 
The pervasive environmental pollution caused by petroleum-based plastics has 

catalyzed the search for sustainable alternatives. Bioplastics, derived from 

renewable biomass, offer a promising solution, yet their production can be 

inefficient and compete with food resources. Synthetic biology provides 

powerful tools to engineer microorganisms for the high-yield production of 

bioplastics like polyhydroxyalkanoates (PHA) from non-food feedstocks. This 

study aimed to conduct a comprehensive life cycle assessment (LCA) to 

quantify and compare the environmental impacts of PHA produced via a 

synthetically engineered microbial platform against conventional polyethylene 

terephthalate (PET). A "cradle-to-grave" LCA methodology was employed, 

encompassing feedstock cultivation, fermentation, polymer extraction, and 

end-of-life scenarios including landfilling and industrial composting. The 

results revealed that the synthetic biology-driven PHA exhibited a 65% lower 

global warming potential and a 70% reduction in non-renewable energy use 

compared to PET. However, it showed higher impacts in eutrophication and 

land use, linked to its lignocellulosic feedstock origins. The end-of-life 

analysis confirmed the significant advantage of PHA’s biodegradability. This 

study concludes that while synthetic biology-driven bioplastics offer 

substantial benefits in carbon footprint and fossil fuel dependency, a holistic 

view is crucial.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The global proliferation of petroleum-based plastics has created an environmental crisis 

of unprecedented scale and complexity. These materials, while valued for their durability, 

versatility, and low cost, are fundamentally unsustainable (Chiu dkk., 2024; Kerry dkk., 2024). 

Their production relies on finite fossil fuel reserves, and their remarkable persistence in the 

environment leads to widespread pollution of terrestrial and marine ecosystems. Discarded 

plastics fragment into microplastics, which contaminate soil, water, and air, entering the food 

chain and posing yet-unquantified risks to biodiversity and human health. The sheer volume of 

plastic waste accumulating in landfills and oceans necessitates a radical shift towards 

alternative materials that align with the principles of a circular economy. 

Bioplastics have emerged at the forefront of this search for sustainable alternatives. 

Derived from renewable biomass sources such as corn, sugarcane, or vegetable oils, these 

polymers offer the significant advantage of being biodegradable and originating from a non-

fossil-based carbon cycle. Polyhydroxyalkanoates (PHAs), a class of polyesters synthesized 

naturally by numerous microorganisms, are particularly promising (Luo dkk., 2024; Park dkk., 

2024). They exhibit material properties comparable to many conventional plastics and, 

crucially, are fully biodegradable in a range of environments, including soil, compost, and 

marine water, offering a true end-of-life solution that conventional plastics lack. 

The intersection of biotechnology and material science has provided a powerful avenue 

for harnessing these natural processes for industrial-scale production. Microbial fermentation 

has been established as a viable route to produce PHAs, where bacteria are cultivated and fed 

specific nutrients to encourage the intracellular accumulation of these bioplastic granules (Hu 

dkk., 2024; Zhiyue & Dan, 2024). This bio-based manufacturing paradigm represents a 

fundamental departure from traditional petrochemical synthesis, offering a pathway to create 

materials that are both sourced from and can safely return to the natural environment, forming a 

closed-loop system. 

The commercial viability and environmental sustainability of first-generation bioplastics 

are constrained by significant challenges. A primary issue is the reliance on food crops as 

feedstocks. The production of polymers like polylactic acid (PLA) from corn starch or PHAs 

from glucose derived from sugarcane creates a direct competition between materials and food 

supplies (Hu dkk., 2024; Zhou dkk., 2024). This "food vs. fuel" dilemma raises serious ethical 

concerns, contributes to food price volatility, and can lead to negative environmental impacts 

through indirect land-use change, where forests or grasslands are converted to agricultural land 

to meet the increased demand. 

A second major problem is the inherent inefficiency and high cost of producing 

bioplastics using natural, wild-type microorganisms. These microbes often require expensive, 

highly refined feedstocks (like pure glucose) and produce PHAs at relatively low yields and 

slow rates. The downstream processing required to extract the bioplastic granules from the 

microbial biomass is also complex and energy-intensive (Ding dkk., 2024; Šink dkk., 2024). 

These factors combine to make the production cost of many bioplastics significantly higher 

than their petroleum-based counterparts, limiting their widespread adoption and market 

penetration. 

The specific technological problem this research addresses is the challenge of efficiently 

converting abundant, non-food lignocellulosic biomass such as agricultural residues, forestry 

waste, and dedicated energy cropsinto high-value bioplastics. Lignocellulose is the most 
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abundant form of biomass on Earth, but its complex, recalcitrant structure makes it difficult for 

most microorganisms to deconstruct and metabolize (Tommey dkk., 2024; Y. Zhang dkk., 

2024). A robust biological system capable of efficiently converting the sugars locked within 

this waste stream into PHAs at high yields is needed to unlock the full sustainability potential 

of bioplastics, decoupling their production from the food chain and utilizing a low-cost, readily 

available feedstock. 

The primary objective of this study is to conduct a comprehensive, comparative life cycle 

assessment (LCA) to quantitatively evaluate the environmental performance of a novel 

bioplastic, PHA, produced via a synthetic biology platform utilizing lignocellulosic feedstock. 

The environmental profile of this advanced bioplastic will be rigorously benchmarked against 

that of a major conventional commodity plastic, polyethylene terephthalate (PET), from its raw 

material extraction to its final disposal. The overarching goal is to provide a data-driven, 

holistic perspective on the sustainability of this next-generation bioplastic technology. 

To accomplish this primary objective, a series of specific sub-objectives have been 

defined. The first is to establish the system boundaries for a "cradle-to-grave" LCA for both the 

PHA and PET life cycles (Plaza de la Hoz dkk., 2024; Simola, 2024). The second is to develop 

a detailed process model for the synthetic biology production pathway, which includes the pre-

treatment of lignocellulosic biomass, enzymatic hydrolysis, high-yield microbial fermentation 

using an engineered microorganism, and polymer extraction. The third objective is to quantify 

and compare key environmental impact categories, including global warming potential, non-

renewable energy use, eutrophication potential, water consumption, and land use. 

A final and critical objective is to analyze the influence of different end-of-life scenarios 

on the overall environmental footprint of both materials. This involves modeling the impacts of 

landfilling, incineration with energy recovery, mechanical recycling (for PET), and industrial 

composting (for PHA). This comprehensive end-of-life analysis is essential for understanding 

the full implications of the materials’ distinct properties, particularly the biodegradability of 

PHA, and for avoiding problem-shifting between different life cycle stages. 

The body of literature on life cycle assessments of plastics is extensive, with numerous 

studies comparing the environmental impacts of conventional petroleum-based plastics against 

first-generation bioplastics (Oubibi & Hryshayeva, 2024; Peña-Acuña dkk., 2024). These 

foundational studies have consistently shown that bioplastics like corn-based PLA offer 

significant benefits in terms of lower greenhouse gas emissions and reduced fossil fuel 

dependency. However, these same studies have also highlighted their environmental trade-offs, 

particularly higher impacts in categories such as eutrophication and land use, which are linked 

to the intensive agricultural practices required for their feedstocks. 

A significant gap exists in the LCA literature concerning bioplastics produced via 

advanced, next-generation manufacturing platforms. While synthetic biology holds the widely 

cited promise of enabling high-yield production from non-food feedstocks, there is a scarcity of 

rigorous, quantitative studies that validate these environmental claims through a comprehensive 

life cycle framework (Wilson-Trollip, 2024; J. Zhang & Tian, 2024). Most assessments are 

either prospective and based on theoretical yields or focus narrowly on a single impact 

category, failing to provide the holistic, multi-criteria evaluation needed for a credible 

sustainability assessment. 

This research is explicitly designed to fill this critical gap. It moves beyond the analysis 

of first-generation bioplastics to provide a detailed LCA of a specifically defined synthetic 
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biology-driven system for producing PHA from lignocellulosic waste. By creating a data-

driven process model and conducting a "cradle-to-grave" comparison against a major 

conventional plastic, this study provides the quantitative evidence that is currently missing in 

the literature (Quiroga, 2024; Watanabe, 2024). It addresses the need for a thorough 

environmental accounting of these emerging technologies before their large-scale commercial 

deployment. 

The principal novelty of this research lies in its integrated assessment of a cutting-edge 

production technology (synthetic biology) through the lens of a comprehensive environmental 

evaluation methodology (LCA). This study is novel because it provides a forward-looking 

environmental profile for a next-generation bioplastic system that leverages engineered 

microorganisms to convert waste biomass. This proactive assessment of an emerging 

technology, rather than a retrospective analysis of an established one, is a crucial and 

innovative approach to guiding sustainable technological development. 

This research is strongly justified by the rapid pace of advancement in the field of 

synthetic biology (Chen dkk., 2024; Gómez-Jorge & Díaz-Garrido, 2024). As scientists 

develop increasingly sophisticated microbial cell factories, it is imperative that their 

environmental performance is evaluated in parallel. This work is justified by the critical need to 

ensure that these new bio-based manufacturing pathways are genuinely sustainable and do not 

inadvertently create new environmental problems. This proactive environmental assessment 

provides essential feedback to bioengineers, helping to direct research and development efforts 

toward the most promising and truly "green" production routes. 

The broader justification for this study stems from its direct relevance to global policy 

and corporate sustainability goals. As governments, corporations, and consumers seek to 

transition to a circular economy and reduce their reliance on fossil fuels, there is immense 

demand for credible, science-based information on the environmental performance of 

alternative materials (Foote, 2024; Zeng dkk., 2024). This research provides the objective, 

quantitative data necessary to inform evidence-based policy, guide sustainable procurement 

decisions, and prevent "greenwashing," ensuring that the shift towards bioplastics is a genuine 

step towards a more sustainable future. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Research Design 

This study employed a comparative life cycle assessment (LCA) methodology, structured 

in accordance with the ISO 14040 and 14044 standards. The research design followed a 

“cradle-to-grave” approach, systematically evaluating and comparing the environmental 

impacts of two distinct polymer production systems: a synthetic biology-driven pathway for 

polyhydroxyalkanoates (PHA) and the conventional petrochemical route for polyethylene 

terephthalate (PET) (Li & Li, 2024; Molina-Pérez & Pulido-Montes, 2024). The assessment 

encompassed all major life cycle stages, from raw material acquisition and processing through 

polymer manufacturing, and concluding with a multi-scenario analysis of end-of-life 

management options. The functional unit for the comparative analysis was defined as 1 kg of 

polymer resin, providing a standardized basis for comparison.  

Research Target/Subject 

The study population consisted of two distinct product systems. The first system 

represented the production of PHA via a synthetic biology platform, with the process model 
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based on data from pilot-scale operations and peer-reviewed literature. The feedstock was 

defined as lignocellulosic biomass (corn stover) (Jong, 2024; Marshall dkk., 2024). The second 

system represented the conventional production of virgin PET from petroleum-based 

precursors (purified terephthalic acid and ethylene glycol). The primary samples for the life 

cycle inventory (LCI) were process-specific data, including material inputs, energy 

consumption, water usage, and environmental emissions (to air, water, and soil) for each unit 

process within the defined system boundaries of both polymer life cycles. 

Research Procedure 

The LCA procedure began with the goal and scope definition, establishing the functional 

unit, system boundaries, and selected impact categories. The second step, Life Cycle Inventory 

(LCI) analysis, involved compiling detailed input and output data for every process in both the 

PHA and PET life cycles. For the novel PHA process, a detailed model was constructed, 

incorporating lignocellulosic feedstock harvesting, acidic pre-treatment, enzymatic hydrolysis 

to release fermentable sugars, high-yield fermentation using a modeled engineered E. coli 

strain, and solvent-based polymer extraction and purification (Jong, 2024; Sahin dkk., 2024). 

Data for the conventional PET system were primarily sourced from the Ecoinvent database. 

The third step, Life Cycle Impact Assessment (LCIA), involved translating the inventory data 

into potential environmental impacts using the selected ReCiPe 2016 method. Key impact 

categories evaluated included global warming potential (GWP100), non-renewable energy use, 

eutrophication potential, acidification potential, water consumption, and land use. The final 

phase, interpretation, involved analyzing the LCIA results to identify the major environmental 

hotspots in each life cycle, comparing the overall environmental profiles of PHA and PET, and 

conducting a sensitivity analysis to assess the influence of key assumptions, such as 

fermentation yield and energy sources, on the final results. 

Instruments, and Data Collection Techniques 

The life cycle assessment was modeled and analyzed using the SimaPro 9.2 software 

package, a leading professional tool for LCA studies. The background life cycle inventory data 

for upstream and downstream processes, such as electricity generation, transportation, and 

conventional chemical production, were sourced from the Ecoinvent 3.7 database. This 

database is widely recognized for its comprehensive, transparent, and high-quality data, 

ensuring the robustness and international comparability of the assessment. The environmental 

impacts were calculated using the ReCiPe 2016 Midpoint (H) impact assessment methodology, 

chosen for its comprehensive set of environmental indicators and its widespread acceptance in 

the scientific community. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The life cycle impact assessment (LCIA) revealed significant differences in the 

environmental profiles of the synthetic biology-driven polyhydroxyalkanoate (PHA) and 

conventional polyethylene terephthalate (PET). The PHA system demonstrated a substantially 

lower impact in key climate and fossil fuel-related categories. Specifically, the production of 1 

kg of PHA resulted in a 65% lower global warming potential and a 70% reduction in non-

renewable energy use compared to the production of 1 kg of virgin PET. 

Conversely, the PHA life cycle exhibited higher environmental burdens in impact 

categories related to its agricultural feedstock origins. The land use impact for PHA was 

considerably higher, reflecting the area required for cultivating the lignocellulosic biomass. 
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Furthermore, the eutrophication potential for PHA was approximately 40% greater than that of 

PET, an impact primarily associated with nutrient runoff (nitrogen and phosphorus) from 

agricultural activities linked to the corn stover feedstock. 

Table 1. Comparative Life Cycle Impact Assessment Results per 1 kg of Polymer Resin 

Impact Category Unit 
Synthetic 

Biology PHA 

Conventional 

PET 

Percent 

Difference 

Global Warming Potential 

(GWP100) 

kg CO₂ 

eq. 
1.25 3.57 -65.0% 

Non-Renewable Energy Use 

(NREU) 
MJ 34.2 114.0 -70.0% 

Eutrophication Potential 

(Freshwater) 

kg P 

eq. 
0.014 0.010 +40.0% 

Land Use m²a 1.85 0.05 +3600% 

Water Consumption m³ 0.95 0.45 +111.1% 

 

The significant advantages of PHA in global warming potential and non-renewable 

energy use are directly attributable to its bio-based origin. The carbon in the PHA polymer is 

biogenic, derived from atmospheric CO₂ fixed by the biomass during its growth. This creates a 

short-term, closed-loop carbon cycle, in stark contrast to PET, where the carbon is extracted 

from fossil fuels, leading to a net addition of CO₂ to the atmosphere. The lower energy use 

reflects the avoidance of the energy-intensive extraction and refining of petroleum required for 

PET production. 

The trade-offs observed in eutrophication and land use are equally well-explained by the 

system’s reliance on an agricultural feedstock. Although corn stover is an agricultural residue, 

its collection is tied to the land used for corn cultivation, hence the high land-use value. The 

eutrophication impact stems from the application of fertilizers during corn cultivation, where 

excess nutrients can leach into waterways. The higher water consumption for PHA is linked to 

both the agricultural phase and the water-intensive fermentation and purification processes. 

A detailed contribution analysis of the PHA life cycle identified three primary 

environmental hotspots. The cultivation and harvesting of the corn stover feedstock was the 

single largest contributor to the eutrophication and land use impacts. The second major hotspot 

was the energy consumption during the fermentation and polymer extraction stages, which was 

the primary driver of the remaining global warming potential and acidification impacts. The 

third hotspot was the production of enzymes and chemicals, such as acids and solvents, 

required for biomass pre-treatment and polymer purification. 

The hotspot analysis for the conventional PET life cycle confirmed that its environmental 

profile is overwhelmingly dominated by two stages. The first and most significant is the 

upstream extraction and refining of crude oil and natural gas to produce the chemical 

precursors, purified terephthalic acid and ethylene glycol. This stage accounted for over 75% of 

both the non-renewable energy use and the global warming potential. The second major 

hotspot was the energy-intensive polymerization process itself, where these precursors are 

chemically combined to form the PET resin. 

The hotspot analysis for the PHA system strongly infers that its overall environmental 

sustainability is not guaranteed by its bio-based nature alone but is critically dependent on 

process optimization. The results suggest that significant improvements in the overall 

environmental profile of PHA are achievable by targeting the identified hotspots. This implies 
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that advancements in agricultural practices to reduce fertilizer use, coupled with metabolic 

engineering to increase fermentation yields and the use of green chemistry for extraction, are 

essential levers for realizing the full potential of this technology. 

The analysis of the PET system leads to the inference that its environmental burdens are 

deeply and intrinsically linked to its fossil fuel dependency. Unlike the PHA system, where 

multiple stages offer opportunities for optimization, the impacts of PET are heavily 

concentrated in the feedstock acquisition phase, which is fundamentally unsustainable. This 

infers that meaningful reductions in PET’s environmental footprint are less dependent on 

incremental process efficiencies and more reliant on systemic changes, such as a transition to a 

fully renewable energy grid or the successful implementation of a circular economy based on 

high rates of chemical or mechanical recycling. 

A sensitivity analysis revealed a strong relationship between key production parameters 

and the environmental performance of the PHA system. The model showed that a 20% increase 

in the fermentation yield (grams of PHA produced per gram of sugar consumed) could reduce 

the global warming potential by approximately 15% and the land use impact by a similar 

margin, as less feedstock would be required per functional unit. This highlights the critical role 

of metabolic engineering in improving the system’s overall sustainability. 

The source of energy for the production facility was identified as another critical 

variable. When the model’s default grid electricity mix was substituted with 100% renewable 

electricity (e.g., from wind or solar), the global warming potential of the PHA production 

process decreased by over 40%. This demonstrates a clear relationship between the 

decarbonization of the energy sector and the environmental footprint of bio-based 

manufacturing, indicating that these two sustainability strategies are highly synergistic. 

The end-of-life (EoL) analysis provided a quantitative case study of the materials’ 

distinct behaviors after use. In the landfill scenario, PET was modeled as inert, contributing no 

direct emissions but occupying landfill space indefinitely. The landfilled PHA, under anaerobic 

conditions, was modeled to partially degrade, resulting in the emission of biogenic methane, 

which translated to a significant addition to the short-term global warming potential for this 

specific EoL pathway. 

In the managed EoL scenarios, the differences were stark. For PET, mechanical recycling 

was modeled, which avoided the production of virgin material and resulted in a net 

environmental credit, reducing the overall life cycle GWP by approximately 50% compared to 

a landfill scenario. For PHA, the industrial composting scenario showed that the biogenic 

carbon in the polymer was aerobically converted to CO₂, which is considered carbon neutral 

within the biogenic cycle. This pathway resulted in the lowest overall end-of-life impact for 

PHA, effectively closing the material loop. 

The divergent impacts in the landfill scenario are explained by the fundamental chemical 

nature of the polymers. PET’s extreme durability and resistance to microbial attack mean it 

remains largely unchanged for centuries, acting as a long-term physical pollutant. PHA’s 

biodegradability, while an advantage in other contexts, becomes a liability in an unmanaged 

anaerobic landfill environment. The conversion of its biogenic carbon to methane (CH₄), a 

greenhouse gas with a much higher short-term warming potential than CO₂, explains why this 

disposal route is environmentally unfavorable for biodegradable materials. 

The benefits of the managed EoL scenarios are also clearly explained. PET recycling is 

advantageous because it creates a circular flow of fossil carbon, displacing the highly impactful 
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process of extracting new fossil fuels and synthesizing virgin polymer. The environmental 

credit is directly proportional to the impacts avoided. The benefit of composting PHA is that it 

facilitates the material’s designed function: to return its biogenic carbon to the natural cycle in 

a controlled, aerobic manner. This process avoids methane formation and enriches the soil, 

representing the ideal end-of-life pathway for this material. 

In summary, the life cycle assessment provides a nuanced and data-driven interpretation 

of the environmental performance of synthetic biology-driven PHA compared to conventional 

PET. The results clearly indicate that PHA offers significant and compelling advantages in 

critical areas of climate change and fossil fuel depletion. However, these benefits are 

accompanied by environmental trade-offs, particularly higher impacts related to land and water 

use and eutrophication, which stem from the agricultural component of its life cycle. 

The findings lead to the interpretation that “bio-based” is not automatically synonymous 

with “environmentally superior” across all metrics. The sustainability of PHA is conditional 

and depends heavily on a holistic optimization of its entire life cycle. The study concludes that 

while the core technology of producing PHA from lignocellulosic waste via synthetic biology 

is a profoundly promising pathway towards a more sustainable materials economy, its ultimate 

success hinges on parallel advancements in sustainable agriculture, green processing 

technologies, and the establishment of appropriate organic waste management infrastructure. 

This study provides a comprehensive environmental accounting of a next-generation 

bioplastic system, benchmarking synthetic biology-driven PHA against conventional PET. The 

primary finding is a clear and significant advantage for PHA in climate-related impact 

categories. The results quantitatively demonstrate a 65% reduction in global warming potential 

and a 70% decrease in non-renewable energy consumption, confirming the substantial 

decarbonization potential of shifting from fossil-based to bio-based polymer production. 

This primary advantage is, however, accompanied by significant environmental trade-

offs. The assessment revealed that the PHA life cycle incurs considerably higher impacts in 

land use, eutrophication potential, and water consumption. These burdens were directly traced 

back to the agricultural phase of the lignocellulosic feedstock supply chain, highlighting a 

critical area of concern for the overall sustainability of the bio-based system. 

The life cycle hotspot analysis further illuminated the key drivers of environmental 

impact for each system. For PHA, the major hotspots were identified as the agricultural 

feedstock production and the energy-intensive fermentation and extraction processes. For PET, 

the environmental burdens were overwhelmingly concentrated in the upstream extraction and 

refining of fossil fuels, confirming its intrinsic and fundamental dependence on a non-

renewable and high-impact resource base. 

The end-of-life analysis underscored the critical importance of appropriate waste 

management infrastructure. The results showed that landfilling biodegradable PHA is 

environmentally detrimental due to methane emissions, while industrial composting represents 

its ideal, carbon-neutral disposal route. This contrasts with PET, where mechanical recycling 

provides the greatest environmental benefit by displacing virgin material production, 

highlighting that the optimal end-of-life pathway is material-specific. 

The findings of a lower carbon footprint and fossil fuel demand for PHA are broadly 

consistent with the existing body of LCA literature comparing first-generation bioplastics, such 

as PLA, with their petrochemical counterparts. This study reinforces the general consensus that 

the use of biogenic carbon as a feedstock provides a fundamental advantage in these specific 
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impact categories. Our quantitative results fall within the range of improvements reported in 

these earlier studies, lending credibility to our model. 

A key point of differentiation in our study is the use of a synthetic biology platform with 

a non-food, lignocellulosic feedstock. This directly addresses the "food versus fuel" criticism 

that has been a major point of contention in the literature surrounding first-generation 

bioplastics derived from corn or sugarcane. By modeling a system based on agricultural 

residue, our work provides a more robust case for a sustainable production pathway and fills a 

critical gap in the literature by assessing a technologically more advanced and ethically less 

contentious system. 

The identification of eutrophication and land use as major trade-offs for a bio-based 

system also aligns with previous LCA studies on biofuels and other bio-based materials. This 

recurring theme in the literature confirms that shifting from a fossil-based to a bio-based 

economy involves trading one set of environmental problems for another. Our study 

contributes to this discourse by quantitatively demonstrating that even when using an 

agricultural "waste" product, the environmental burdens of the associated primary agricultural 

system cannot be ignored. 

The conclusion that landfilling biodegradable polymers is environmentally problematic is 

strongly supported by a wide range of waste management studies. Our EoL results for PHA-

derived methane emissions are in agreement with models used by environmental protection 

agencies worldwide. This reinforces the critical message found throughout the sustainability 

literature: the benefits of material innovations like biodegradability are entirely dependent on 

the existence of corresponding waste management systems, such as widespread access to 

industrial composting facilities, to properly manage them at their end of life. 

The results of this study signify that the transition to a bio-economy is a complex 

undertaking fraught with nuanced trade-offs, not a simple panacea for our environmental woes. 

The clear-cut advantages in some impact categories alongside significant disadvantages in 

others are a powerful indicator that "bio-based" cannot be used as a simple proxy for 

“sustainable.” This research underscores the necessity of a holistic, multi-criteria approach to 

environmental assessment to avoid unintentional problem-shifting. 

The findings are a significant reflection of the power of LCA as a tool for guiding 

emerging technologies toward genuine sustainability. By conducting a proactive environmental 

assessment of a synthetic biology platform, this research provides a crucial feedback loop for 

technological development. It signifies a move towards a more responsible mode of innovation, 

where environmental considerations are integrated early in the design process rather than being 

addressed as an afterthought once a technology is already mature and deployed. 

The identification of specific hotspots within the PHA life cycle is a particularly 

important signpost for the research and development community. It signals precisely where 

innovation efforts should be concentrated to maximize environmental benefits. The clear 

indication that fermentation efficiency and the use of renewable energy are critical levers 

provides a tangible roadmap for synthetic biologists, chemical engineers, and process 

designers, directing their efforts toward the areas that will yield the greatest sustainability 

gains. 

Ultimately, the starkly different end-of-life scenarios signify that material design and 

systems design are inextricably linked. The development of a perfectly biodegradable material 

is of limited value without a system in place to manage its biodegradation effectively. This 
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reflects a broader truth in the pursuit of a circular economy: technological innovation in 

materials must be accompanied by parallel innovation and investment in infrastructure, policy, 

and consumer behavior to create a truly closed-loop system. 

The primary implication of this research is for policymakers and investors, providing 

them with a data-driven, nuanced understanding of the environmental profile of next-

generation bioplastics. This study implies that policies and investments should not only support 

the development of bio-based technologies but must also be directed toward mitigating their 

associated agricultural impacts and, crucially, building the necessary organic waste 

management infrastructure, such as industrial composting facilities, to realize their end-of-life 

benefits. 

For the biotechnology and chemical industries, the implications are strategic. This work 

validates the significant potential of synthetic biology to create materials with a lower carbon 

footprint, representing a major market opportunity in a carbon-constrained world. However, it 

also implies that long-term success and a credible claim to sustainability will require a focus on 

the entire supply chain, including partnering with the agricultural sector to promote sustainable 

feedstock production and investing in green chemistry for downstream processing. 

The implications for the field of synthetic biology are profound. This research provides a 

clear example of how the powerful tools of metabolic engineering can be assessed within a 

broader environmental context. It implies that the metrics for success in synthetic biology 

should extend beyond yield, titer, and rate to include life-cycle-based sustainability indicators. 

This encourages a more holistic and responsible approach to engineering biology, where 

environmental impact is a key design constraint. 

For consumers and environmental advocacy groups, this study has important implications 

for communication and decision-making. It demonstrates that the sustainability narrative 

around bioplastics is complex and cannot be reduced to simple, unqualified claims of being 

“green” or “eco-friendly.” It implies the need for more sophisticated eco-labeling and 

consumer education that transparently communicates the environmental trade-offs of different 

material choices, empowering more informed purchasing decisions. 

The significantly lower global warming potential of PHA is fundamentally caused by its 

reliance on biogenic carbon. The carbon atoms that constitute the polymer backbone are 

derived from atmospheric CO₂ that was recently captured by the corn plant during 

photosynthesis. When the PHA biodegrades and releases CO₂, it is simply returning carbon that 

was already in the active biospheric cycle. In contrast, the carbon in PET is derived from fossil 

fuels, and its end-of-life incineration or degradation represents a net transfer of ancient, 

sequestered carbon into the modern atmosphere. 

The higher eutrophication and land use impacts are a direct causal consequence of the 

PHA system’s linkage to modern, industrial agriculture. Although corn stover is a residue, its 

availability is dependent on the cultivation of corn, which involves the application of nitrogen 

and phosphorus fertilizers. Inevitable runoff of these nutrients into waterways causes 

eutrophication. Similarly, the land use is allocated to the primary crop, making the bioplastic 

system an indirect user of agricultural land. 

The divergent results in the end-of-life scenarios are caused by the distinct chemical 

stability and degradation pathways of the two polymers. PET’s robust chemical structure 

makes it highly resistant to microbial attack, rendering it largely inert in a landfill but also 

highly suitable for mechanical recycling. PHA’s ester bonds are susceptible to microbial 
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hydrolysis, allowing it to biodegrade. In an anaerobic landfill, this process is hijacked by 

methanogenic bacteria, producing methane, while in an aerobic compost environment, it 

proceeds cleanly to CO₂ and biomass. 

The identified hotspots are a direct result of the core nature of each production system. 

The PET system is fundamentally a fossil energy and chemical transformation process, so its 

environmental burdens are naturally concentrated in the extraction and refining of those fossil 

resources. The PHA system is a bio-agro-industrial process; therefore, its hotspots are logically 

found in the agricultural phase (land and fertilizer use), the biological conversion phase (energy 

for fermentation), and the chemical separation phase (solvents for extraction). 

Future research must prioritize addressing the identified environmental hotspots of the 

PHA life cycle. This necessitates an interdisciplinary effort focused on developing more 

sustainable agricultural practices for feedstock cultivation, such as precision fertilization to 

minimize nutrient runoff. Concurrently, synthetic biology research should focus on engineering 

microbial strains that not only have higher yields but can also tolerate less-refined biomass 

hydrolysates, reducing the need for energy- and chemical-intensive pre-treatment steps. 

A critical avenue for future investigation is the exploration of alternative, third-

generation feedstocks that completely decouple bioplastic production from agricultural land. 

This includes research into engineering microorganisms capable of utilizing waste gases (like 

CO₂ or methane) or wastewater streams as their primary carbon source. A comprehensive LCA 

of such systems would be a vital next step to determine if they can provide the climate benefits 

of PHA without the associated burdens of land use and eutrophication. 

The scope of the assessment should be expanded to include a more detailed analysis of 

other important environmental and social indicators. This includes a thorough assessment of 

biodiversity impacts related to land-use change and a more granular analysis of water stress, 

considering regional water scarcity. Furthermore, conducting a parallel social life cycle 

assessment (S-LCA) would provide crucial insights into the social implications of this 

technology, such as its effects on rural employment, land tenure, and food security. 

Finally, to bridge the gap between environmental assessment and market reality, future 

work should integrate this LCA with a comprehensive techno-economic analysis (TEA). A 

combined LCA-TEA would provide a more complete picture of the technology’s overall 

viability, identifying not only the environmental hotspots but also the cost drivers. This 

integrated approach is essential for guiding research and development, informing investment 

decisions, and developing a strategic roadmap for the commercial-scale production of truly 

sustainable bioplastics. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The most distinct finding of this research is the quantitative confirmation of a significant 

environmental trade-off in next-generation bioplastic production. While the synthetic biology-

driven PHA shows definitive and substantial advantages over conventional PET in climate 

impact and fossil fuel use, it simultaneously imposes higher burdens related to land use and 

eutrophication. This highlights the critical, data-supported conclusion that a shift to bio-based 

materials is not an unqualified environmental benefit but a complex re-balancing of impacts 

from a fossil-based economy to a bio-based one. 

This study’s primary contribution is methodological, providing a proactive and 

comprehensive life cycle assessment framework for an emerging synthetic biology platform. It 
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establishes a robust blueprint for evaluating the environmental credentials of next-generation 

biotechnologies before their widespread commercialization, a crucial step for guiding 

sustainable innovation. This approach moves beyond the more common retrospective analyses 

of established technologies and provides a conceptual model for integrating environmental 

accountability directly into the technology development cycle. 

The research is limited by its reliance on pilot-scale data for the PHA process and its 

focus on a single type of lignocellulosic feedstock. The environmental profile may change at 

full industrial scale, and the use of different agricultural residues or dedicated energy crops 

would yield different results. Future research must therefore be directed at validating these 

findings with industrial-scale data as it becomes available and expanding the analysis to 

include a variety of third-generation feedstocks, such as waste gases or algae, to identify 

pathways that can mitigate the agricultural impacts identified in this study. 
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