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Halachic Debates of Current Events
BY DOVID LICHTENSTEIN

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-a-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?

= Should Bioplastic Sechach be used for a sukka?

» Ifitis raining, should one put bioplastic up to prevent the rain from entering the sukka?

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

Devarim 16:13

Make for yourselves the holiday of Sukkos for seven days,
when you gather from your threshing floor and wine press

—1DOX2 0"’ NYaW ;15 Nwyn Noon an
T3P 3nan

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

Sukkah 12a

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

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE
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QUESTIONS TO
CONSIDER

LOSING THE
FOREST FOR
THE GLASS

ANY PORTIN A
STORM

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.

= What could the potential significance be in using the leftovers from the harvest season as Sechach?

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 “ap» 1113 n90”?

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

[Regarding] the ash of trees it can be said its form has P NMY MNwIT 1D W Dreyn 1aK
changed and is unfit rabbinically... It can be said that in an PAT NYwa MG w7 ... 500 a1
emergency situatio [forest] glass may be used as Sechach,
because | 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) (Amnn 503 n

7ARN MNIX "NYNWW D2 ,N?210T2 220N
ana 1’351ﬂ manyn v oxX1 ) nwyl X

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 iy manws, 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.

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

If one spreads a sheet over it because of the sun or 1157 PNNN IR 700 257 P70 5P 01D
underneath it because of vines... it is unfit... and some say... 1o XD OX ...D"N0IX WM ...A5109 ..owin
if you only intended to spread the sheet to protect from the

sun or to beautify [the sukkal], it is kosher AT AT EETE) ) 5285 [ UohD

7w, AR IR
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QUESTIONS TO
CONSIDER

FIT FOR
BLESSING?

WHY BOTHER?

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

In extenuating circumstances, when one would be unable to »y 13102 51985 51 XHw ,prTi nywa
eat in the sukkah due to the leaves falling into the food, or DMwan Y X SaxnA Inb PAwnn POV
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

2V M 1200W M 7Y IR POV
0'MHY “T TINA 7907 ANN 170 01785
12105 YN YaRwn

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.

= What is the advantage of spreading a cloth over going inside?

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 m>1a pao
bpnb — that we do not recite a bracha if there is some question whether it is necessary.

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 n;wa awd- to sit in a sukka- is limited by the parameter of 11170 1p2 1awn, 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 no1on 11 v Awvyn, 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

All seven days [of sukkos] a person should make his N7 PP INMD WY DTR 0N nyaw 5
sukka a permanent [residence] and his house temporary. MoNW’ Mo Amn NKRIRN 0w 1777 R
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.

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE
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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” (755p 1m'0), 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

If one made [the Sechach] very thick so that rain cannot fall 75 5197 1000 PRY TIRND 2P IRWY ORW
in, it is pasul 19105 N2

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 n»a n'1a — 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.

CONCLUSION

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.



