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Bioplastic Sechach
In recent years, as part of the ongoing effort to reduce the use of petroleum and gas in industrial 

manufacturing, the bioplastics industry has emerged as a major player, seeking to replace ordinary plastic 

with plastic manufactured from organic materials. According to a report in 2010, an estimated 4 percent 

of the word’s oil is used in the manufacture of ordinary plastic, and the amount of oil consumed in plastic 

packaging in the U.S. alone is estimated at 200,000 gallons per day. Compared to the manufacture of 

ordinary plastic, the manufacture of bioplastics from organic materials such as starches, sugarcane and 

vegetation consumes 65 percent less energy and produces 70 percent less greenhouse gas emissions. 

Bioplastic products are also biodegradable. According to a 2015 report by the Biopreferred program of 

the U.S. Department of the Agriculture, the use of biobased products displaces approximately 300 million 

gallons of petroleum each year in the United States, the rough equivalent of taking 200,000 cars off the 

road. The report also said that in 2013, the biobased product industry added over 4 million jobs in the 

United States, and some $369 billion to the nation’s economy.

From a halachic standpoint, the availability of plastic produced from vegetation challenges us to examine 

the status of these materials vis-à-vis the mitzva of sukkah. If one produced a rectangular sheet of 

bioplastic material, may such a sheet be used? If so, should they employ it to solve the problem of rain on 

Sukkos which would otherwise prevent people from sitting in the sukka?

BACKGROUND

Make for yourselves the holiday of Sukkos for seven days, 

when you gather from your threshing floor and wine press
חג הסכת תעשה לך, שבעת ימים:  באספך–

מגרנך, ומיקבך

Rabbi Yochanan said: The pasuk says, “When you gather 

in from your threshing floor and wine pit”; it is referring to 

the leftovers of the threshing floor and wine press

אמר ר׳ יוחנן אמר קרא )דברים טז( באספך 
מגרנך ומיקבך בפסולת גורן ויקב הכתוב מדבר

The obligation to cover one’s sukkah with Sechach is gleaned from a pasuk about the holiday:

Devarim 16:13

The Gemara says the above reference to threshing floor and wine press are used to teach all the practical 

laws of Sechach:

Sukkah 12a
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QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Should Bioplastic Sechach be used for a sukka?

 ■ If it is raining, should one put bioplastic up to prevent the rain from entering the sukka?
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The Pasuk connected Sukkos to the time of threshing and pressing to say that the paradigm of Sechach is 

that which is left over from the threshing and pressing process.

[Regarding] the ash of trees it can be said its form has 

changed and is unfit rabbinically… It can be said that in an 

emergency situatio [forest] glass may be used as Sechach, 

because I heard it is made from ash [trees] (and when we 

have a mixture we go by the majority component [and this is 

the way it is] in all of Torah)

 ואפר מעצים יש לומר דנשתנה צורתו, ורק 
מדרבנן פסול. ... יש לומר בשעת הדחק 

מסככין בזכוכית, כפי ששמעתי אומר מאפר 
הוא נעשה )... ואם יש תערובות הולכין בתר 

הרוב בכל התורה(

If one spreads a sheet over it because of the sun or 

underneath it because of vines… it is unfit… and some say… 

if you only intended to spread the sheet to protect from the 

sun or to beautify [the sukka], it is kosher

פרס עליה סדין מפני החמה, או תחתיה מפני 
הנשר... פסולה... ויש אומרים... אם לא כון 

בפריסת הסדין אלא להגן מפני החמה והעלין, 
או לנאותה, כשרה

A possible halachic precedent to the use of such a product as Sechach is the use of a covering made from 

forest glass – glass made primarily from plant ash (residue powder from burnt wood). The question of the 

halachic viability of forest glass was posed to the Pri Megadim. He responded:

Pri Megadim – Orach Chaim – Mishbitzos Zahav – 629

Even if we were to say that bioplastic Sechach is utterly unfit to be used as Sechach, it may still be able to 

fulfill a practical role on Sukkos. 

There is a machloket between Rashi and Tosfot whether a cloth sheet can be placed underneath the 

Sechach to protect the sukkah. Rashi says that it is not allowed, and Tosfot says it is. The Shulchan Aruch 

cites both opinions and doesn’t definitively choose between them:

Shulchan Aruch 629:19

The Pri Megadim says that forest glass may be utilized in an emergency case when no other Sechach can 

be found. He says that the inorganic components of forest glassdo not invalidate it for use as Sechach 

because it mostly contains materials that grew from the ground. The only issue it that נשתנה צורתו, its form 

changed. Since it looks so unlike its original components, its identity has been modified and it is an unideal 

choice for Sechach.

We can apply this thinking to bioplastic Sechach and say that the Pri Megadim would allow it but only in 

emergencies when no other Sechach would be available.

LOSING THE 
FOREST FOR 
THE GLASS

ANY PORT IN A 
STORM

Just like these leftovers are products of the ground which are now detached and not susceptible to tumah, 

all Sechach must be a product of the ground, detached, and not susceptible to tumah.

But can bioplastic Sechach be considered a product of the ground? It certainly doesn’t look like one. Could 

this really be what the Gemara meant when it said “פסולת גורן ויקב”?

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

■■ What could the potential significance be in using the leftovers from the harvest season as Sechach?
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In extenuating circumstances, when one would be unable to 

eat in the sukkah due to the leaves falling into the food, or 

because of the dripping rain, or because of the wind which 

would extinguish the candles, it is preferable to spread a 

sheet under the sechach within four handbreadths, rather 

than eat outside the sukka

בשעת הדחק, שלא יוכל לאכול בסוכה ע״י 
העלין הנושרין לתוך המאכל או ע״י הגשמים 
הנוטפין או ע״י הרוח שמכבה הנרות, מוטב 

לפרוס סדין תחת הסכך בתוך ד׳ טפחים 
משיאכל חוץ לסוכה

All seven days [of sukkos] a person should make his 

sukka a permanent [residence] and his house temporary. 

If rain falls, at what point is it permitted to leave? Once 

the dishes will become spoiled. To what can this be 

compared? To a servant who prepares a glass for his 

master and his master spills it in his face.

כל שבעת הימים אדם עושה סוכתו קבע וביתו 
עראי ירדו גשמים מאימתי מותר לפנות משתסרח 
המקפה משלו משל למה הדבר דומה לעבד שבא 

למזוג כוס לרבו ושפך לו קיתון על פניו

The Mishna Brura quotes the Magen Avraham who says that no matter what, if the alternatives are 

spreading a sheet or leaving the sukka, one should spread the sheet:

Mishna Brura 629:58

As such, according to the Magen Avraham, in the case of rain on Sukkos, everyone would agree that one 

should spread bioplastic Sechach over the sukka, even if it may be unfit for Sechach.

In the case constructed by the Magen Avraham- where one is relying on subpar Sechach because of rain- 

should one recite the bracha that is usually said when one eats in a sukkah?

The Magen Avraham says not to recite the blessing. The only reason we rely on the sheet at all is because 

it is a better alternative to eating in the house, according to Tosfot. However, Rashi still says that the sheet 

invalidates the sukka, so there is a serious safek (doubt) as to whether one is fulfilling a mitzva at all. While 

you may as well sit in the sukkah anyway, no bracha should be stated following the known rule of ספק ברכות 
.that we do not recite a bracha if there is some question whether it is necessary – להקל

FIT FOR 
BLESSING?

This discussion hinges on an assumption that the Magen Avraham is making: namely, that if it is raining 

on sukkos and one can either make his sukkah waterproof of go inside, it is better to make the sukkah 

waterproof than to simply eat inside. However, this isn’t so clear in actuality.

The mitzva of לשב בסוכה- to sit in a sukka- is limited by the parameter of תשבו כעין תדורו, which means to “sit as 

you would dwell [in your house].” This means, among other things, that the mitzva to sit in a sukkah only 

applies to situations in which one would dwell in one’s actual home. Chazal derived from here the concept 

of תצטער פטור מן הסוכה, which means that if the sukkah is causing someone pain, he is exempt from sitting in it, 

as he would not sit at home if his home was uncomfortable.

It is in this light that the Mishna rules:

Sukka 28b

WHY BOTHER?

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

■■ What is the advantage of spreading a cloth over going inside?
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If one made [the Sechach] very thick so that rain cannot fall 

in, it is pasul
שאם עשאה עבה מאוד שאין המטר יכול לירד 

בה פסולה

The final line in the above Mishna indicates that rain on Sukkos should be interpreted as a sign of heavenly 

disapproval. By causing rain to fall, and us to leave our sukkos, Hashem is teling us that He doesn’t “want” 

our sukkos and that we shouldn’t even bother, like a master who throws away a cup that his servant has 

prepared. 

Furthermore, the first Mishna in Taanis says rainfall on Sukkos is considered a “sign of curse” (סימן קללה), as it 

prevents us from performing the mitzva. 

The Bach cites the above to explain a ruling by Rabainu Tam which says:

Tur, Orach Chaim 631

The Bach says that if it were possible to have a waterproof sukkah, rain would not be a “sign of a curse,” 

as people could simply continue to perform the mitzva. We see clearly from this that a sukkah cannot be 

waterproof.

The Mishna Brura Berura (631:6) explains this halacha based on the concept of גזירת בית – that Chazal 

disqualified a sukka that resembles a permanent home, given the concern that people may not recognize 

the difference between a sukka and their regular home, and would thus not build sukkos.

In any event, we see that the feasibility of bioplastic Sechach is in question, even simply as a way to keep 

rain out of the sukka.

D ISC L A I M ER:
The views and opinions presented in this sourcesheet should not be taken as halachah l’maaseh.  

Before applying these halachos to real-life situations, one must consult with a competent halachic authority.

Most poskim concur with Rabainu Tam that a sukka should be penetrable by rain. Additionally, most 

poskim reject the ruling of the Magen Avraham that one should spread unkosher Sechach to keep rain 

out of the sukka. Hence, bioplastic Sechach is in principle not disqualified due to its components, but 

practically should not be used unless there is really no alternative.

CONCLUSION


