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Can coatings are not Plastics 

 
The thermoset coatings used as protective layers on the surface of coated metal articles for food 

contact are not in the scope of the definition for “plastics” which is given in European Commission 

Regulation (EU) 10/2011 (the “Plastics” Regulation) (as amended). The “Plastics” Regulation defines 

“plastic” in Article 3 (2) as a “…polymer to which additives or other substances may have been added, 

which is capable of functioning as a main structural component of final materials and articles”. This is 

supported by the Union Guidelines on Regulation (EU) No 10/2011 on plastic materials and articles 

intended to come into contact with food", where a coating is defined in Section 2.2 as "non-self-

supporting layer composed of substances applied on an already existing substrate in order to impart 

special properties or improve technical performances of the finished article".  

  

European Regulation (EU) 2025/40 (the “PPWR”) defines plastic in Article 3(52) as “…a material 

consisting of a polymer within the meaning of Article 3, point (5), of Regulation (EC) No 1907/2006, to 

which additives or other substances may have been added, and which is capable of functioning as a 

main structural component of packaging” thus is aligned with the definition given in the “Plastics” 

Regulation. The same definition is also given in Directive (EU) 2019/904 (on the reduction of impact of 

certain plastic products on the environment) in Article 3(1).  

  

A ”polymer” is defined (Article 3(3)) in the “Plastics” Regulation as “any macromolecular substance 

obtained by a) a polymerisation process such as polyaddition or polycondensation, or by any other 

similar process of monomers and other starting substances, b) chemical modification of natural or 

synthetic macromolecules, or c) microbial fermentation”. Organic surface coatings are resinous 

polymerised materials intended to provide a functional (protective) effect on the metal substrate. 

These thermoset coatings are, as explained in the Union Guidelines on Regulation (EU) 10/2011, non-

self-supporting layers, and therefore do not meet the definition for plastics of being capable of 

functioning as a main structural component of packaging as given in (EU) 10/2011, (EU) 2025/40 and 

(EU) Directive 2019/904. 

 

Cured coatings used inside metal cans are not microplastics, as they form a continuous solid film rather 

than separate plastic particles. For this reason, coatings are derogated from the restriction regarding 

synthetic polymer microparticles as laid down in the corresponding Annex of regulation (EU) 

2023/2055. These very thin coatings (typically 3–15 µm) are firmly bonded to the metal surface and 

do not fragment or become freely dispersed under normal use. 
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Coatings play an essential role in ensuring food safety by preventing direct contact between the food 

or drink and the metal substrate. At end of life, metal packaging is efficiently collected and recycled, 

and the coatings are fully destroyed in high-temperature recycling furnaces. As a result, they do not 

persist or accumulate in the environment. 
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