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Executive Summary 

This document provides an update on FAO's work from 2022-2024 to address plastics use in 
agriculture, including the development of a Voluntary Code of Conduct on the Sustainable Use and 
Management of Plastics in Agriculture (VCoC) following the recommendations of the 28th Session 
of the FAO Committee on Agriculture (COAG). During this period, FAO has contributed to several 
global assessments on the distribution, impacts, and knowledge gaps related to plastics use in all 
agricultural sub-sectors.  

FAO is promoting sustainable agricultural practices through various projects to reduce harmful 
agrochemicals and plastics. FAO's work also focused on supporting Members in preventing 
abandoned, lost or otherwise discarded fishing gear (ALDFG), including the implementation of the 
Voluntary Guidelines on Marking Fishing Gear. On food safety, FAO has examined microplastics 
in food commodities, their impacts on the gut microbiome, and the need for standardized testing 
methods. FAO has been engaged as an observer in all Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 
(INC) meetings to develop a legally binding instrument on plastic pollution, including in the marine 
environment1.  

The VCoC, developed through a transparent, inclusive, and geographically representative process 
with multiple stakeholders across the agrifood systems and all agricultural sub-sectors is presented 
in Annex I to the document. The VCoC provides the guiding principles, actions and measures that 
governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems may adopt to promote sustainable management practices for plastics used in agriculture.  

 
1 UNEP. Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee on Plastic Pollution https://www.unep.org/inc-plastic-pollution 
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Suggested action by the Committee 

The Committee is invited to: 

a) acknowledge the scientific and evidence-based assessments undertaken by FAO to address 
knowledge gaps on plastics use in agriculture and request further work to address 
remaining knowledge gaps; 

b) endorse the proposed VCoC developed in response to the recommendations of the 28th 
Session of COAG and recommend FAO to monitor its application and implementation and 
report to COAG on progress made at its next Session; 

c) encourage Members to apply the VCoC in line with national priorities and circumstances 
and encourage FAO to support Members to scale up measures to promote the sustainable 
use and management of plastics in agriculture, upon request, including through the 
implementation of the VCoC; 

d) encourage FAO to continue supporting deliberations of the Intergovernmental Negotiating 
Committee to develop an international legally binding instrument on plastic pollution, 
within its mandate, including in the marine environment established by the United Nations 
Environment Assembly Resolution End plastic pollution: Towards an international 
legally binding instrument (UNEP/EA.5/Res.14) by providing guidance on the issues of 
plastics used in agriculture; 

e) recommend FAO to review the VCoC periodically to take into account relevant scientific 
and technical developments as well as the international legally binding instrument being 
developed by the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee (INC), including in the 
marine environment for further consideration by relevant FAO Governing Bodies. 

 
 

  

Queries on the substantive content of the document may be addressed to: 

Kaveh Zahedi 
Director 

Office of Climate Change, Biodiversity and Environment 
Tel: (+39) 06 57053035 

Email: OCB-Director@fao.org 
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I. Introduction 

1. Over the last 70 years, the use of plastics in agrifood systems and food value chains has become 
pervasive. FAO estimates that every year 12.5 million tonnes of plastics are used in plant and animal 
production, and an additional 37.3 million tonnes in food packaging. The crop production and 
livestock sectors are the largest users, accounting for 10 million tonnes per year (2.8 percent of the 
global plastic production), followed by fisheries and aquaculture with 2.1 million tonnes, and forestry 
with 0.2 million tonnes. Agricultural plastics have both positive and negative impacts on food 
security, food safety and nutrition, as well as on social and economic dimensions of sustainability. The 
widespread and repeated use of plastic products in agriculture, coupled with the lack of systematic 
collection and of sustainable management, leads to their accumulation in soils and aquatic 
environments, with potential? harm to human, animal, plant, and environmental health - impacting all 
domains of One Health. This calls for the development of appropriate policies and instruments at 
multiple levels. 

2. The 28th Session of the Committee on Agriculture (COAG 28),2 inter alia:  

c) encouraged FAO to undertake further scientific and evidence-based assessments related to 
the distribution, benefits, trade-offs, and risks of plastics for agricultural use and their 
alternatives, to address knowledge gaps on plastics in agriculture, and requests for the 
development of policy instruments, taking into account Members’ past and ongoing efforts, as 
well as developing countries’ needs and challenges; 

d) recommended FAO, subject to the assessments in paragraph c. and to the availability of 
resources, to address existing knowledge gaps through inclusive and transparent consultations 
with Members and relevant stakeholders, in close coordination with other relevant UN 
initiatives to avoid duplication of work, to develop, within its mandate, a Voluntary Code of 
Conduct on the sustainable use of plastics in agriculture, taking into account the United Nations 
Environment Assembly resolution End plastic pollution: towards an international legally 
binding instrument (UNEP/EA.5/Res.14), to be presented for consideration at the 29th Session 
of COAG based on the three dimensions of sustainable development, shared goals, and 
cooperation towards the 2030 Agenda taking into account the FAO Strategic Framework 2022-
31, the FAO Science and Innovation Strategy and the FAO Strategy on Climate Change 2022-
2031; 

e) encouraged FAO to support deliberations of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee 
to develop an international legally binding instrument on plastic pollution established by the 
United Nations Environment Assembly Resolution End plastic pollution: Towards an 
international legally binding instrument (UNEP/EA.5/Res.14) with guidance on the issues of 
plastics used in agriculture. 

3. This document provides an update on FAO’s work since the 28th Session of the Committee on 
Agriculture (COAG 28) during the period from July 2022 to June 2024. It includes the text of the 
Voluntary Code of Conduct on the Sustainable Use and Management of Plastics in Agriculture 
(VCoC) (Annex I). 

II.  FAO’s scientific and evidence-based assessments related to the 
distribution, benefits, trade-offs, and risks of plastics use in agriculture 

and related activities 
II.1. Plastics in agriculture 

4. Recent research reveals widespread and progressive plastic pollution in agricultural soils, 
negatively impacting soil health and fertility. While the impact on aquatic environments has been 
known for some time, soil pollution from agricultural plastics is emerging as a major concern and area 

 
2 COAG/28/REP, para. 22 https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/e9afa285-7dd8-44e7-a606-
e16a6ad9181e/content 
 

https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/e9afa285-7dd8-44e7-a606-e16a6ad9181e/content
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of expanding research efforts. Farming practices using biodegradable plastics lack sufficient risk 
assessment and verifiable sustainability data.3  

5. FAO continues investing in furthering the knowledge base to better understand benefits and 
trade-offs of using plastics in agriculture. The Organization contributed to several global studies and 
assessments on the distribution and impacts,4 criteria for problematic plastic products and practices,5 
scientific and technical gaps,6 and microplastics.7 FAO continues working on the assessments of 
national and international frameworks and systematic mapping of the existing knowledge gaps. 

6. In 2023, the FAO and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) jointly launched a Five-
year Coordinated Research Project (CRP) to assess the fate and environmental impact of plastics and 
microplastics in agricultural soils using isotopic techniques like compound-specific stable isotopes 
(CSSI) and stable isotope Raman micro-spectroscopy (SIRM). The key objectives of the project are 
to: (i) develop and standardize isotopic approaches to identify and elucidate the fate of 
plastics/microplastics in agricultural soils; (ii) apply these isotopic techniques along with existing 
methods to assess the fate and impact of plastics/microplastics in soils under different environmental 
conditions; (iii) determine the final decomposition products of microplastics in soils and identify 
optimal conditions for reducing microplastic debris using isotopic methods; and (iv) provide guidance 
to Member states on mitigating soil plastic pollution based on the findings. Brazil, China, Germany, 
Ghana, Kuwait, Malaysia, Morocco, and Viet Nam are participating in the CRP. 8 

7. Significant efforts were invested in raising awareness and sharing information on key issues 
surrounding the use and management of plastics in agriculture at various fora, including the 
International Symposium on Managing Land and Water for Climate Smart Agriculture organized by 
the IAEA in July 2022; the International Solid Waste Association (ISWA) World Congress in 
September 2022; the 7th International Marine Debris Conference (7IMDC) in September 2022; and 
the Youth Forum for the Environment during the 23rd Forum of Ministers for Environment of Latin 
America and the Caribbean. FAO organized a side event on the sustainable management of plastics 
used in agriculture during the Conferences of the Parties to the Basel, Rotterdam, and Stockholm 
conventions (BRS COPs) in May 2023.9 FAO presented its work at the two editions of the Dialogue 
on plastics pollution and environmentally sustainable plastics trade organized by the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) in May 2023 and April 2024. Two briefings for FAO Members, in collaboration 
with FAO’s Liaison Offices in Geneva and New York (May and October 2023) provided updates on 
FAO’s work on plastics used in agriculture within the context of the development of the legally 
binding instrument on plastic pollution, including in the marine environment. 

8. The Organization presented or convened discussions at several international scientific 
conferences, including PAPILLONS10 and MINAGRIS11 - two major EU initiatives on the impact of 
plastics on soils - a stakeholders’ meeting in October 2022; the Plastics in Agriculture Conference 

 
3 Hofmann, T., Ghoshal, S., Tufenkji, N. et al. Plastics can be used more sustainably in agriculture. Commun Earth Environ 
4, 332 (2023). https://www.nature.com/articles/s43247-023-00982-4  
4 UNEP. 2022. Plastics in agriculture – an environmental challenge. 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/40403/Plastics_Agriculture.pdf 
5 Nordic Council of Ministers. 2024. Global criteria to address problematic, unnecessary, and avoidable plastic products. 
https://www.norden.org/en/publication/global-criteria-address-problematic-unnecessary-and-avoidable-plastic-products 
6 N.K. Haindongo, C. J. Breen, and L. Neretin, 2023. Chapter 18 - Emerging contaminants related to plastic and 
microplastic pollution Editor(s): Michael E. Knowles, Lucia E. Anelich, Alan R. Boobis, Bert Popping, Present Knowledge 
in Food Safety, 
Academic Press, pp 270-280, https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-819470-6.00050-0 and Tartiu, V. E., Hurley, R., Baann, C., 
Briassoulis, D., Schettini, E., Convertino, F., Le Moine, B., Martinelli, A., Vernet, L., Geissen, V., Huerta Lwanga, E., 
Beriot, N., He, D., Thompson, R. H., Carcasci, G., & Nizzetto, L. (in press). Addressing the environmental sustainability of 
plastics used in agriculture: a multi-actor perspective. Cambridge Prims: Plastics. 
7 Nordic Council of Ministers. 2022. Addressing microplastics in a global agreement on plastic pollution. 
https://www.norden.org/en/publication/addressing-microplastics-global-agreement-plastic-pollution 
8 IAEA. Assessing the Fate, and Environmental Impact of Plastics in Soil and Crop Ecosystems Using Isotopic Techniques | 
IAEA https://www.iaea.org/projects/crp/d15021 
9 The sixteenth meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Basel Convention (BC COP-16), the eleventh meeting of the 
Conference of the Parties to the Rotterdam Convention (RC COP-11) and the eleventh meeting of the Conference of the 
Parties to the Stockholm Convention (SC COP-11) were held back-to-back in Geneva, Switzerland from 1-12 May 2023. 
10 EU. PAPILLONS Horizon 2020 - https://www.papillons-h2020.eu/ 
11 EU. MINAGRIS. MIcro- and NAno-Plastics in AGRIcultural Soils https://www.minagris.eu/ 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s43247-023-00982-4
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/40403/Plastics_Agriculture.pdf
https://www.norden.org/en/publication/global-criteria-address-problematic-unnecessary-and-avoidable-plastic-products
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-819470-6.00050-0
https://www.norden.org/en/publication/addressing-microplastics-global-agreement-plastic-pollution
https://www.iaea.org/projects/crp/d15021
https://www.papillons-h2020.eu/
https://www.minagris.eu/
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organized by the Chilean Academy of Agricultural Sciences in January 2023; and the 1st International 
Conference on micro- and nano-plastics in the agrifood chains organized by the Catholic University 
of the Sacred Heart, Italy, in September 2023. 
 
II.2. Prevention and reduction of abandoned, lost, or otherwise discarded fishing gear (ALDFG)  

9. Fishery and aquaculture gear, including those comprised of plastic polymers, are hazardous and 
problematic when lost, abandoned, or discarded to the marine environment. ALDFG and Fish 
Aggregating Devices (FADs), represent significant sources of sea-based marine plastic litter with 
serious adverse environmental and socioeconomic impacts, including to marine biota and habitats 
(GESAMP, 2021).12 Some of these ALDFG impacts include, but are not limited to, the possibility for 
ALDFG to continue to catch and ensnare target and non-target species, as well as other marine 
wildlife (commonly referred to as “ghost fishing”); ingestion of ALDFG by target and non-target 
species and other marine wildlife; hazards to navigation and safety at sea; damage to marine habitats; 
and often complicated and expensive ALDFG recovery and clean-up. The resulting microplastics 
from the discarded gear can cause multiple health issues in aquatic animal species, such as 
neurotoxicity, growth retardation, and behavioral abnormalities13 in fish, in humans via food, and in 
aquatic plants if excessive accumulation of microplastics on their surfaces reduces light penetration or 
hinders nutrient absorption.14  

10. The wide range of ALDFG impacts calls for a tailored governance system for this type of 
marine plastic pollution. The FAO Voluntary Guidelines on the Marking of Fishing Gear (VGMFG) 
(published in 2019)15 provide guidelines to support the development and implementation of fishing 
gear and FAD marking systems as a key tool to combat, minimize and eliminate ALDFG as well as to 
facilitate ALDFG identification and recovery. With a view to further provide expert stewardship, since 
2022, the FAO has published two supplements to support the implementation of the VGMFG: Suppl. 
1 A framework for conducting a risk assessment for a system on the marking of fishing gear (2023);16 
Suppl. 2 Manual for the marking of fishing gear (2023);17 and a FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Circular entitled Operationalization of FAO Voluntary Guidelines for the Marking of Fishing Gear in 
the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) area of competence (2022).18 It is also worth mentioning 
the recent publication by the General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean (GFCM) on the 
Catalogue of fishing gear in the Mediterranean and Black Sea region (2023).19 This catalogue aims to 
provide an overview of fishing gear used in the region, considering regional, national, and local 
specificities. Understanding gear functionality can help mitigate bycatch of vulnerable species, 
juvenile fish mortality, discards, carbon footprint through energy-efficient gear, develop innovative 
gear for marine litter removal, and reduce ALDFG.  

 
12 GESAMP. 2021. Sea-based sources of marine litter (Gilardi, K., ed.) (IMO/FAO/UNESCO-IOC/UNIDO/ 
WMO/IAEA/UN/UNEP/UNDP/ISA Joint Group of Experts on the Scientific Aspects of Marine Environmental 
Protection). Rep. Stud. GESAMP No. 108, 109 p. http://www.gesamp.org/site/assets/files/2213/rs108e.pdf  
13 Bhuyan, M. S. 2022. Effects of microplastics on fish and in human health. Frontiers in Environmental Science, 10, 
827289. https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science/articles/10.3389/fenvs.2022.827289/full 
14 Ceschin, S., Mariani, F., Di Lernia, D., Venditti, I., Pelella, E., & Iannelli, M. A. 2023. Effects of Microplastic 
Contamination on the Aquatic Plant Lemna minuta. Plants. https://www.mdpi.com/2223-7747/12/1/207 
15 FAO. 2019. Voluntary Guidelines on the Marking of Fishing Gear 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/65cebd33-16c0-48ef-aded-1ea17b96589d/content  
16 He, P. & Lansley, J. 2023. Voluntary Guidelines on the Marking of Fishing Gear – A framework for conducting a risk 
assessment for a system on the marking of fishing gear. Suppl. 1. Rome, FAO. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc4084en 
17 Einarsson, H., He, P. & Lansley, J. 2023. Voluntary Guidelines on the Marking of Fishing Gear – Manual for the marking 
of fishing gear. Suppl. 2. Rome, FAO. https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc4251en 
18 He, P. & Lansley, J. 2022. Operationalization of FAO Voluntary Guidelines for the Marking of Fishing Gear in the Indian 
Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) area of competence. FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Circular No. 1261. Rome, FAO. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc4251en 
19 Lucchetti, A., Petetta, A. Bdioui, M., Gökçe, G., Saber, M., Sacchi, J., Ozbilgin, H., Carlson, A. & Carpentieri, P. 
2023. Catalogue of fishing gear in the Mediterranean and Black Sea region. FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Technical 
Papers, No. 695. Rome, FAO. https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc7260en  

http://www.gesamp.org/site/assets/files/2213/rs108e.pdf
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science/articles/10.3389/fenvs.2022.827289/full
https://www.mdpi.com/2223-7747/12/1/207
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/65cebd33-16c0-48ef-aded-1ea17b96589d/content
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc4084en
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc4251en
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc4251en
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc7260en
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11. Other work related to the prevention and reduction of ALDFG includes the knowledge products 
produced by FAO in collaboration with the International Maritime Organization (IMO)20,21,22,23 as part 
of the ongoing GloLitter Partnerships project.24 A variety of other related guidance documents that 
broadly support ALDFG management, from national to regional levels, such as guidance documents 
around the development of national action plans to address sea-based marine plastic litter (SBMPL) 
from fisheries and shipping sectors, and guidance around provisions for port waste reception facilities 
and port waste management plans to address SBMPL, among others, can be found in the GloLitter 
Partnerships project Resource Library.25 

12. FAO is working on a guidance document on how to incorporate the VGMFG, the International 
Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL) Annex V on the Prevention of 
Pollution by Garbage from Ships and the Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by 
Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter (i.e. London Convention/London Protocol) into national legal 
and regulatory frameworks. 
 
II.3. Plastics and food safety 

13. Plastic food packaging extends product shelf-life, quality, and safety during transport and 
storage, and provides space for nutritional information. However, single-use plastic packaging lacks 
proper collection and end-of-life management and is a major source of plastic pollution.26 

14. Thinking about the future of food safety – A foresight report explores how to integrate plastic 
food packaging into a circular economy approach and its food safety implications.27 

15. Microplastics in food commodities: A food safety review on human exposure through dietary 
sources compiles information on microplastics and plastic-related substances in food products, 
evaluates dietary exposure, and offers insights into potential human health impacts.28  

16. The impact of microplastics on the gut microbiome and health - A food safety perspective report 
examines microplastics' impact on the gut microbiome, associated health concerns, effects on 
microbiome composition, diversity, and function, health implications of microplastic-microbiome 
interactions, and the microbiome's influence on microplastic biodegradation. It cites alterations in 
animal gut microbiota and highlights critical knowledge gaps regarding human health, underscoring 
the importance of comparative medicine.29 

17. FAO’s assessments on microplastics in food commodities30 and in fisheries and aquaculture31 
have highlighted the need for having standard reference material for the identification and 

 
20 Hodgson, S. 2022. Legal aspects of abandoned, lost, or otherwise discarded fishing gear. Rome, FAO and IMO. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cb8071en 
21 Drinkwin, J. 2022. Reporting and retrieval of lost fishing gear: recommendations for developing effective programmes. 
Rome, FAO and IMO. https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cb8067en 
22Giskes, I., Baziuk, J., Pragnell-Raasch, H. and Perez Roda, A. 2022. Report on good practices to prevent and reduce 
marine plastic litter from fishing activities. Rome and London, FAO and IMO. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cb8665en 
23 Sala, A. & Richardson, K. 2023. Fishing gear recycling technologies and practices. Rome, FAO and IMO. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/3818db5d-128d-467c-b916-fc7294698709  
24FAO. GloLitter Partnerships Programme https://www.fao.org/responsible-fishing/marking-of-fishing-gear/glolitter-
partnerships-programme/en/  
25 GloLitter Partnerships project Resource Library https://glolitter.imo.org/resources 
26 Nordic Council of Ministers. Towards Ending Plastic Pollution by 2024 https://pub.norden.org/temanord2023-
539/temanord2023-539.pdf  
27 FAO. 2022. Thinking about the future of food safety – A foresight report. Rome. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cb8667en 
28 Garrido Gamarro, E. & Costanzo, V. 2022. Microplastics in food commodities – A food safety review on human exposure 
through dietary sources. Food Safety and Quality Series No. 18. Rome, FAO. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc2392en  
29 FAO. 2023. The impact of microplastics on the gut microbiome and health – A food safety perspective. Food Safety and 
Quality Series, No. 21. Rome. https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc5294en 
30 Garrido Gamarro, E. & Costanzo, V. 2022. Microplastics in food commodities – A food safety review on human exposure 
through dietary sources. Food Safety and Quality Series No. 18. Rome, FAO. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/14b07c0a-3b3e-42e6-b34d-44e990700a2f  
31 FAO. 2017. Microplastics in fisheries and aquaculture: status of knowledge on their occurrence and implications for 
aquatic organisms and food safety https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/98cc7c65-f933-4c37-9118-09bad76e087b  

https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cb8071en
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cb8665en
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/3818db5d-128d-467c-b916-fc7294698709
https://www.fao.org/responsible-fishing/marking-of-fishing-gear/glolitter-partnerships-programme/en/
https://www.fao.org/responsible-fishing/marking-of-fishing-gear/glolitter-partnerships-programme/en/
https://glolitter.imo.org/resources
https://pub.norden.org/temanord2023-539/temanord2023-539.pdf
https://pub.norden.org/temanord2023-539/temanord2023-539.pdf
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cb8667en
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc2392en
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cc5294en
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/14b07c0a-3b3e-42e6-b34d-44e990700a2f
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/98cc7c65-f933-4c37-9118-09bad76e087b
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quantification of microplastics and the evaluation of their composition in food commodities. The 19th 
Session of the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) Sub-Committee on Fish Trade32 requested FAO 
to play a role in the recognition of standards for testing microplastics to ensure inter-comparability of 
testing results. Having standardized testing methods determining the exact number, size, and shape of 
the particles and the type of polymers and additives present in microplastics is critical for 
toxicological studies and assessments. 

18. The 42nd Session of the Codex Committee on Methods of Analysis and Sampling agreed to 
keep under review analytical techniques for microplastics identification and determination and could 
consider recommending analytical methods once more information becomes available.33 The recently 
released ISO Standard 24187:2023 on Principles for the analysis of microplastics present in the 
environment34 could support this work.  

III. FAO’s support to countries to strengthen sustainable management and use 
of plastics in agriculture 

19. The Financing Agrochemical Reduction and Management (FARM) is a five-year programme 
funded by the Global Environment Facility (GEF).35 The Programme includes an FAO executed 
project FARM: Strengthening investment for adoption of alternatives and sustainable management of 
agrochemicals and agriplastics in Africa and Latin America through pilots in Kenya and Uruguay. 
The project aims at reducing the use of harmful agrochemicals and plastics in the agricultural sector 
and promoting sustainable alternative products and practices by establishing a regulatory environment 
and catalyzing investments in Kenya and Uruguay. In addition, FAO supports sustainable agricultural 
practices (SAP) interventions in the upcoming GEF Supply Chains Integrated Programme 
transforming banana waste to textile production, where recycling of banana sheathes and SAP 
interventions will be deployed to avoid the use of virgin plastics, and recycling interventions will 
avoid the open burning of plastics from banana production.36 

20. FAO is collaborating with IMO to provide support to countries in addressing sea-based marine 
plastic litter (SBMPL) originating from fisheries and shipping activities through three main projects. 
The GloLitter Partnerships project (2020-2025), funded by Australia, Norway, and Saudi Arabia, 
supports 30 developing countries across five regions to prevent, reduce, and mitigate SBMPL impacts 
from the fisheries and shipping sectors. It includes support for legal, policy and institutional reforms, 
capacity building, research, knowledge products, awareness raising, women's empowerment, and pilot 
initiatives related to SBMPL.37 

21. The RegLitter project (2024-2027), funded by the Republic of Korea, builds upon the GloLitter 
Partnerships project, focusing on developing and scaling up regional SBMPL initiatives in Southeast 
and South Asia, and fostering global collaborations to support targeted regional initiatives.38 

22. The Plastic Reduction in the Oceans: Sustaining and Enhancing Actions on Sea-based Sources 
(PRO-SEAS) aims to build upon and scale up work developed under the GloLitter Partnerships 
project and other relevant SBMPL initiatives globally, directly supporting SBMPL initiatives in Costa 
Rica, Jamaica, Kenya, and Vanuatu.  

 
32 FAO. 2023. Report of the 19th Session of the Sub-Committee on Fish Trade 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/0a122116-925d-4750-9f4f-5256546dda66/content  
33 FAO. Codex Alimentarius International Food Standards https://www.fao.org/fao-who-
codexalimentarius/meetings/detail/en/?meeting=CCMAS&session=42  
34 ISO Standards https://www.iso.org/standard/78033.html#lifecycle  
35 GEF. FARM Project https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/projects/10872  
36 FAO. News https://www.fao.org/in-action/sustainable-and-circular-bioeconomy/resources/news/details/zh/c/1643196/  
37 The five key regions as defined by the GloLitter project, and participating countries, are as follows: Africa: Cabo Verde, 
Cote d’Ivoire, The Gambia, Kenya, Madagascar, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal, Sudan, Togo, United Republic of 
Tanzania; Asia: India, Indonesia, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Viet Nam; Central America and the 
Caribbean: Costa Rica, Jamaica, Nicaragua, Panama; South America: Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru; Pacific: 
Solomon Islands, Tonga, Vanuatu  
38 Current participating RegLitter project countries include: India, Indonesia, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Timor-Leste, 
Viet Nam 

https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/0a122116-925d-4750-9f4f-5256546dda66/content
https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/meetings/detail/en/?meeting=CCMAS&session=42
https://www.fao.org/fao-who-codexalimentarius/meetings/detail/en/?meeting=CCMAS&session=42
https://www.iso.org/standard/78033.html#lifecycle
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/projects/10872
https://www.fao.org/in-action/sustainable-and-circular-bioeconomy/resources/news/details/zh/c/1643196/
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23. FAO is also supporting countries to assess ALDFG quantities, causes and prevention measures 
through Global ALDFG Surveys. These surveys are available for major fishing gear types employed 
around the world to fill knowledge gaps around ALDFG on local, national, regional, and global 
scales. The FAO Global ALDFG Surveys to date have been carried out in: British Virgin Islands, 
India, Indonesia, Kenya, Mexico, Montserrat, Pakistan, Republic of Korea, Seychelles, Thailand, 
Trinidad and Tobago, and the United States of America. 

IV. FAO’s engagement in the work of the Intergovernmental Negotiating 
Committee to develop an international legally binding instrument on 

plastic pollution, including in the marine environment 
 

24. FAO engaged as an observer in all the four meetings to date of the INC to develop an 
international legally binding instrument on plastic pollution, including in the marine environment. Its 
contributions aim to ensure the instrument balances benefits and trade-offs and sustainability aspects 
of plastics used in the food and agriculture sector and reflect upon the perspectives of relevant 
stakeholders, including smallholder farmers.  

25. Addressing plastic pollution within agrifood value chains should be an integral part of the 
transformation of agrifood systems to be more efficient, inclusive, resilient, and sustainable. Through 
meetings with delegations and official submissions, FAO supported the negotiations with information 
on sector-specific perspectives for agricultural sub-sectors, including fisheries and aquaculture.  

26. Taking into account the contextual specificity of plastics’ use in agriculture, the Organization 
advocates for appropriate consideration of sector specificities in approaches to prevent and reduce 
plastic pollution, while safeguarding food security and nutrition, food safety, considering the One 
Health approach, and improving sustainability.  

27. It is important to emphasize that the instrument should build upon the existing international 
instruments, frameworks, and sectoral bodies, including international organizations and their 
mandates and work. It should be strengthened by considering internationally agreed rules, standards, 
and recommended practices and procedures, including those developed by FAO and IMO, particularly 
for fishing gear made of plastic material, such as the MARPOL Convention, London Convention and 
its Protocol, FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, Voluntary Guidelines on the Marking of 
Fishing Gear, and the work of Regional Fisheries Management Organizations to address and mitigate 
the impacts of plastic fishing gear. 

28. FAO informed each session of INC about the development of the Voluntary Code of Conduct 
on the Sustainable Use and Management of Plastics in Agriculture (VCoC). The VCoC could play an 
important role in supporting the implementation of the Instrument in the agrifood sector. 

29. Furthermore, FAO was called upon by the INC Secretariat to organize official side events at 
INC-2, INC-3 and INC-4 sessions and actively participated in various events raising awareness during 
the INC sessions, such as the INC-3 Pre-event Trade and development aspects of plastic pollution 
mitigation measures, non-plastic substitutes and plastic alternatives organized by UNCTAD, and the 
INC-4 side event Alternatives and substitutes: if plastics are the problem, is switching to different 
polymers or materials the solution? organized by the University of Plymouth. In addition, during 
INC-4 FAO organized the side event From Soil to Statute: Navigating the Future of Plastics Used in 
Agriculture in the International Legally Binding Instrument on Plastic Pollution and facilitated a 
thematic side event on plastic pollution in the marine environment.  
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30. FAO’s submissions towards the meetings of the INC are available online39,40,41,42. In addition, 
an information document on FAO’s work on plastics used in agriculture was submitted at the request 
of the INC Secretariat and is also available online.43  

V. The Voluntary Code of Conduct on the Sustainable Use and Management 
of Plastics in Agriculture 

31. The VCoC was developed through inclusive and geographically representative consultations 
with a wide range of stakeholders,44 and received guidance from the COAG 29 Bureau. The 
consultation process included: 

i. An informal briefing for FAO Members on 25 May 2023 where FAO provided an update 
on FAO's work on the sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture and an 
outlook towards the VCoC development process. 

ii. A Global Expert Meeting held on 27 and 28 June 2023 that brought together technical 
experts on plastics used in agriculture and their alternatives from different sectors, who 
provided feedback on the outline and the technical content of the VCoC. 

iii. Regional Multi-Stakeholder Consultations in all regions (Africa (4 October 2023); Asia 
and the Pacific (21 September 2023); Europe and Central Asia (27 October 2023); Latin 
America and the Caribbean (2 October 2023 and 11 October 2023); Near East and North 
Africa (30 October 2023); and North America (7 September 2023)). National and regional 
stakeholders provided feedback on the objectives, scope, technical elements, and regional 
needs towards the development of the VCoC. 

iv. A public online consultation conducted through the Global Forum on Food Security and 
Nutrition (FSN Forum) from September to November 2023. 93 respondents from 48 
countries provided contributions.45 

32. Based on these consultations, FAO developed the draft of the VCoC, which was made available 
to Members on 15 February 2024, and subsequently revised based on informal briefing for Members 
on 23 February and consultations with Members on 2 April and 2 May 2024.  

33. The VCoC provides recommendations for governments, manufacturers of plastics used in 
agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood systems to promote sustainable management 
practices for plastics used in agriculture. 

34. The VCoC includes guiding principles that could be followed to maximize positive outcomes 
with regard to achieving a more sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture. 

35. Furthermore, the VCoC outlines the role that FAO and other stakeholders will be expected to 
play in supporting its implementation, monitoring, and evaluation.  

 
39 FAO. 2022. Submission to INC-1. 
https://resolutions.unep.org/resolutions/uploads/fao_submission_to_the_intergovernmental_negotiating_committee_inc.pdf  
40 FAO. 2023. Submission to INC-2. 
https://resolutions.unep.org/resolutions/uploads/230106_food_and_agriculture_organization_of_the_united_nations_0.pdf  
41 FAO. 2023. Submission to INC-3 –  
template A: https://resolutions.unep.org/resolutions/uploads/fao_15082023_a.pdf ;  
template B: https://resolutions.unep.org/resolutions/uploads/fao_15082023_b.pdf  
42 FAO. 2024. Submission to INC-4. https://resolutions.unep.org/incres/uploads/fao_statement_to_inc-4_final.pdf 
43 FAO. 2023. Information document developed for the INC Secretariat: 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/43797/FAO.pdf  
44 The following groups of stakeholders participated in VCoC consultations: countries, scientific community; non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil society organizations; UN system bodies, other international organizations, 
International Financial Institutions (IFIs), farmer associations, and the private sector. 
45 The survey received contributions from respondents from the following countries: Australia, Bangladesh, Belgium, Brazil, 
Canada, China, Colombia, Côte d'Ivoire, Denmark, Ecuador, Ethiopia, France, Gabon, Gambia, Germany, Ghana, Greece, 
Ireland, India, Indonesia, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Italy, Kenya, Lebanon, Lesotho, Liberia, Mexico, Nepal, Netherlands, 
Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, Poland, Portugal, Republic of Korea, Romania, South Sudan, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, 
Tajikistan, Togo, Türkiye, Uganda, the United Kingdom, United States, Viet Nam, and Zambia. 

https://resolutions.unep.org/resolutions/uploads/fao_submission_to_the_intergovernmental_negotiating_committee_inc.pdf
https://resolutions.unep.org/resolutions/uploads/230106_food_and_agriculture_organization_of_the_united_nations_0.pdf
https://resolutions.unep.org/resolutions/uploads/fao_15082023_a.pdf
https://resolutions.unep.org/resolutions/uploads/fao_15082023_b.pdf
https://resolutions.unep.org/incres/uploads/fao_statement_to_inc-4_final.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/43797/FAO.pdf
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36. The VCoC is not intended as a detailed manual providing technical prescriptions for addressing 
sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture and their alternatives, but it offers a generic 
framework that can be complemented by context-specific technical guidelines, to facilitate practical 
implementation. 

37. The VCoC is non-binding and adheres to the format of other FAO voluntary instruments. The 
interpretation and application of the VCoC should align with and complement legal obligations under 
national and international legal instruments, while also considering voluntary commitments within 
relevant regional and international instruments. Nothing in the VCoC should be construed as 
restricting or undermining any legal obligations that countries may have under international 
agreements, nor as affecting the right of countries to adopt, maintain or expand more stringent 
requirements for the sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture than those provided for 
the VCoC. 

38. The development of the VCoC took into account the UNEA 5/14 Resolution. The 
recommendations in this VCoC aim not to contradict or supersede any commitments in the 
international legally binding instrument on plastic pollution, including in the marine environment 
under development. Instead, it could support the implementation of the Instrument by offering 
specific guidance on fulfilling its obligations within the agrifood sector.  

39. Once endorsed, the VCoC could be supplemented by:  

a) codes of good practice and/or technical guidelines for the sustainable use and management 
of plastics in specific sub-sectors (crop and livestock production, forestry, fisheries, and 
aquaculture); 

b) codes of good practice and/or technical guidelines for the use of plastics in specific agrifood 
value chains (for example cotton, banana, maize); 

c) codes of good practice and/or technical guidelines for specific plastic products or 
applications (plastic mulch, polymer-coated fertilizers and seeds, greenhouse covers, etc.). 

40. The VCoC will be reviewed periodically. Changes to the VCoC will be made by FAO in 
consultation with Members and with the approval of the appropriate FAO Governing Bodies. The 
VCoC will be subject to updates and revisions following the adoption of the international legally 
binding instrument by the INC to develop an international legally binding instrument on plastic 
pollution, including in the marine environment, including terms and definitions. 

41. FAO, in accordance with its role within the United Nations system, will support Members upon 
request in the implementation of the VCoC, working in collaboration with other relevant 
organizations. Governments and other entities addressed by this document, in collaboration with FAO, 
are encouraged to monitor the observance and implementation of the VCoC and report relevant 
information to FAO. 

42. The VCoC for the consideration and endorsement of the 29th Session of COAG is attached in 
Annex I. 
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Annex I 

Voluntary Code of Conduct on the Sustainable Use and Management of Plastics in Agriculture 

 
 
 
 

Voluntary Code of Conduct on 
the Sustainable Use and Management of 

Plastics in Agriculture   
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Background  
FAO estimates that at least 12.5 million tonnes of plastics were used globally in agricultural production 
in 2019. The crop production and livestock sectors are the largest users, accounting for 10 million tonnes 
per year, followed by fisheries and aquaculture with 2.1 million tonnes, and forestry with 0.2 million 
tonnes. The agriculture plastic industry forecasts the global demand for greenhouse, mulching, and 
silage films will increase by 50 percent from 6.1 million tonnes in 2018 to 9.5 million tonnes in 2030 
(FAO, 2021a).  

There are many benefits of using plastic products in agriculture. They play a crucial role in increased 
productivity, extended growing seasons, reduced water consumption, and reduced use of pesticides and 
fertilizers. Polymer-coated controlled release fertilizers increase nutrient uptake by plants, reducing 
emissions in the environment. Use of plastic products in agriculture contributes to water conservation, 
weed control, protection from extreme weather-related hazards and climate change impacts, and 
optimization of transportation costs in crop production as well as aiding in the fermentation of grasses 
for animal fodder and reducing spoilage of feed. The economic benefits of plastic products used in 
agriculture include increased income for producers, higher-quality produce, and result in savings on 
resources and infrastructure (FAO, 2021a). 

While many plastic products used in agriculture are designed for optimal performance, incorporating 
elements such as mixed polymers and complex coatings for enhanced functionality, there is insufficient 
attention in considering their circular management, leading to missed opportunities for sustainable 
practices in line with the circular economy approaches. Once abandoned, lost, or discarded in the 
environment, they may pose significant risks to the environment and people. Only a small portion of 
plastic products used in agriculture is collected and recycled worldwide, primarily in developed 
countries. Often plastic products used in agriculture are either incinerated, buried, or dumped in 
landfills. Recycling at the end of their life cycle is limited due to high levels of contamination by soil, 
moisture, plant residues, and hazardous substances, including pesticides, as well as costs (FAO, 2021a). 
Open burning of plastic waste in agriculture persists, exposing workers and communities to harmful 
substances like dioxins, furans, and mercury.46 Regardless of their intended purpose, plastics used in 
agriculture can have both indirect and direct negative impacts when they enter the environment. The 
impacts of plastic pollution are increasingly evident – altering habitats and ecosystems processes, 
affecting biodiversity, people’s livelihoods, food production capabilities, and social well-being. The 
impacts could be indirect, as seen in emissions of greenhouse gases throughout the entire plastic 
lifecycle.  

Plastic pollution can lead to changes in critical soil properties, such as carbon and nutrient cycling, as 
well as uptake into plants and crops, raising potential risks to food safety and security. Larger plastic 
residues in terrestrial and aquatic environments can harm organisms through entanglement and 
ingestion. 

The FAO Assessment of Agricultural Plastics and their Sustainability identified alternatives and 
interventions to improve the circularity and sound management of agricultural plastics based on the 6R 
model (Refuse, Redesign, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, and Recover). In any waste management policy, 
plastic waste prevention should be the preferred option (FAO, 2021a).  

Solutions to ending plastic pollution in agriculture should be an integral part of agrifood systems 
transformation to make them more efficient, inclusive, resilient, and sustainable. Seven interconnected 
goals should guide the development and implementation of these solutions:  

i. contributing to food security in all its dimensions;  

ii. encouraging the reduction of the use of plastics used in agriculture that pose risk to the 
environment or human health, where possible;  

 
46 Pathak, G., Nichter, M., Hardon, A., Moyer, E., Latkar, A., Simbaya, J., Pakasi, D., Taqueban, E. & Love, J. (2023). 
Plastic pollution and the open burning of plastic wastes. Global Environmental Change, 80, 102648. 
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iii. ensuring that plastic products used in agriculture are designed with a focus on their 
sustainability and circularity;  

iv. promoting sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture through appropriate 
labelling, application, use, storage and disposal;  

v. eliminating leakage and releases to the environment from mismanaged plastic waste in 
agriculture, illegal dumping and burning of plastic products used in agriculture by 
promoting environmentally sound management of plastic waste, including collection, 
recycling, and, in cases where the waste is not recyclable, recovery or final disposal;  

vi. ensuring the fair, equitable and inclusive participation and consideration of the needs of 
affected populations, with special considerations for small-holder farmers, women, 
children and youth, Indigenous Peoples, persons with disabilities, groups in vulnerable 
situations in rural areas as well as all relevant stakeholders in the agrifood systems, 
including waste pickers;  

vii. promoting international cooperation through capacity-building and transfer of technology 
on voluntary and mutually agreed terms from developed to developing countries, aimed at 
helping the latter achieve the previous goals, including through the development and 
adoption at scale of safer and more environmentally sound plastic alternatives and 
substitutes in agriculture. 

To address the unprecedented challenges faced by agrifood systems, FAO has developed the Voluntary 
Code of Conduct on the Sustainable Use and Management of Plastics in Agriculture (VCoC) at the 
request of its Members. The development of the VCoC took place from July 2022 to June 2024. The 
VCoC aims to provide voluntary guidance for all agricultural sub-sectors, taking into account the need 
to secure sustainable agrifood systems around the globe. The VCoC does not overlap or conflict with 
the international legally binding instrument under development. The development of the VCoC 
coincided with the work of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee (INC) to develop an 
international legally binding instrument on plastic pollution, including in the marine environment, 
which was established following the United Nations Environment Assembly resolution End plastic 
pollution: towards an international legally binding instrument (UNEP/EA.5/Res.14)47 and could 
support its implementation within the agriculture sector. The development of the VCoC took into 
consideration the UNEA 5/14 Resolution.  

The VCoC is aligned with the FAO Strategic Framework 2022-3148 (FAO, 2021b), which seeks to 
support the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development through the transformation to more efficient, 
inclusive, resilient, and sustainable agrifood systems for better production, better nutrition, a better 
environment, and a better life, leaving no one behind. Additionally, the VCoC will contribute to several 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 3 (Good health and 
well-being), SDG 6 (Clean water and sanitation), SDG 11 (sustainable cities and communities), SDG 
12 (Responsible consumption and production), SDG 13 (Climate action), SDG 14 (Life below water), 
SDG 15 (life on land), and SDG 17 (Partnerships for the goals). The VCoC contributes to the 
achievement of the goals of FAO’s Strategies and relevant Action Plans on Climate Change,49 
Mainstreaming Biodiversity across Agricultural Sectors,50 and Science and Innovation.51 

 

 

 
47 UNEP. 2022. UNEA Resolution 5/14 entitled End plastic pollution: Towards an international legally binding instrument. 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/39812/OEWG_PP_1_INF_1_UNEA%20resolution.pdf  
48 FAO Strategic Framework 2022-2031https://www.fao.org/pwb/home/en/ 
49 FAO. 2022. FAO Strategy on Climate Change 2022–2031. Rome. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/f6270800-eec7-498f-9887-6d937c4f575a/content 
50 FAO. 2020. FAO Strategy on Mainstreaming Biodiversity across Agricultural Sectors. Rome. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/ca7722en 
51 FAO. 2022. FAO Science and Innovation Strategy. Rome. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/e9d1ee6c-c0f1-4312-9a1a-c09ba0a4fbdc/content 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/39812/OEWG_PP_1_INF_1_UNEA%20resolution.pdf
https://www.fao.org/pwb/home/en/
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/f6270800-eec7-498f-9887-6d937c4f575a/content
https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/ca7722en
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Process for the development of the VCoC 
In December 2022, at its 171st Session, the FAO Council52 endorsed the recommendations of the 28th 
Session of the Committee on Agriculture (COAG 28)53 and:  
 

i. encouraged FAO to undertake further scientific and evidence-based assessments related to 
the distribution, benefits, trade-offs, and risks of plastics for agricultural use and their 
alternatives, to address knowledge gaps on plastics in agriculture and requested the 
development of policy instruments, taking into account Members’ past and ongoing efforts 
as well as developing countries’ needs and challenges;  

ii. underscored the need for improved intersectoral collaboration and governance to address 
plastic use throughout agrifood systems, and recommended FAO to continue to address 
knowledge gaps, including through inclusive participation of Members and consultations 
with relevant stakeholders, and subject to the evidence-based assessment referred to in 
subparagraph i) to develop, within FAO’s mandate, a Voluntary Code of Conduct on the 
sustainable use of plastics in agriculture; and  

iii. encouraged FAO to support deliberations of the intergovernmental negotiating committee 
(INC) on plastic pollution to develop an international legally binding instrument on plastic 
pollution established by the United Nations Environment Assembly Resolution ‘End 
plastic pollution: Towards an international legally binding instrument 
(UNEP/EA.5/Res.14)’ with guidance on the issues of plastics used in agriculture. 

 
Subsequently, at its 43rd Session in July 2023, the FAO Conference endorsed the Report of COAG 
28.54 

To implement the COAG 28 recommendation to develop, within FAO’s mandate, a VCoC, FAO carried 
out inclusive and geographically representative consultations with a wide range of stakeholders55, and 
received from the COAG 29 Bureau. The consultation process included:  

i. An Informal Briefing for FAO Members on 25 May 2023 where FAO provided an update 
on FAO's work on the sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture and an 
outlook towards the VCoC development process.  

ii. A Global Expert Meeting held on 27 and 28 June 2023 that brought together technical 
experts on plastics used in agriculture and their alternatives from different sectors 
including academia, the private sector, international organizations, and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). The experts provided feedback on the outline and the technical 
content of the VCoC.  

iii. Regional Multi-Stakeholder Consultations in all regions (Africa (4 October 2023); Asia 
and the Pacific (21 September 2023); Europe and Central Asia (27 October 2023); Latin 
America and the Caribbean (October 2 and October 11, 2023); Near East and North Africa 
(October 30, 2023); and North America (7 September 2023)). Regional and national 
stakeholders provided feedback on the objectives, scope, technical elements, and regional 
needs towards the development of the VCoC.  

 
52 FAO. 2022. Report of the 171st session of the Council of FAO. https://www.fao.org/3/nl148en/nl148en.pdf  
53 FAO. 2023. Report of the 28th Session of the Committee on Agriculture. 
https://www.fao.org/3/nj925en/nj925en.pdf; Section 3.4 para d)  
54 FAO. 2023. Report of the 43rd Session of the Conference of FAO. https://www.fao.org/3/nm800en/nm800en.pdf  
55 The following groups of stakeholders participated in VCoC consultations: governments; scientific community for plastic 
pollution in agriculture; scientific community for plastics alternatives in agrifood systems; non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and civil society organizations; UN system bodies, other international organizations, International Financial 
Institutions (IFIs), and the private sector. 

https://www.fao.org/3/nl148en/nl148en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/nj925en/nj925en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/nm800en/nm800en.pdf
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iv. A public online consultation conducted through the Global Forum on Food Security and 
Nutrition (FSN Forum) from September to November 2023. 93 respondents from 
48 countries provided contributions.56  

v. A Briefing for FAO Members, followed by two consultations facilitated by the COAG 29 
Chairperson and where FAO presented the draft VCoC and subsequent revisions, and 
collected guidance and inputs and feedback. 

Structure of the VCoC  
Article 1 presents the guiding principles; Article 2 the objectives and scope of the VCoC. This is 
followed by an explanation of the terms used (Article 3). In Article 4, actions are outlined to improve 
the enabling environment for sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture, addressing the 
systemic causes of the associated plastic pollution. Article 5 suggests actions to be taken directly by 
stakeholders in the agrifood systems at various stages in the lifecycle of plastics used in agriculture. 
Article 6 presents guidance for monitoring and evaluation of the implementation and updating of the 
VCoC.  

ARTICLE 1. GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
1.1. Actions for the implementation of the VCoC should contribute to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). They should be 
aligned to the principles of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (UNGA, 1992), and 
the commonly recognized principles of international environmental law. They should take into 
consideration the internationally agreed frameworks on plastics, chemicals and waste management and 
contribute to the objectives of the FAO Strategic Framework 2022-31. 

ARTICLE 2. OBJECTIVES AND SCOPE 
2.1. The objectives of the VCoC are to: 

i. provide science-based guiding principles for the sustainable use and management of 
plastics in agriculture aligned with international guidance on chemicals, pollution, and 
waste across all dimensions of agriculture;  

ii. protect human and animal health, food safety, food security, soil, water, and the 
environment from pollution resulting from the use of plastics in agriculture;  

iii. offer a framework to assist governments and other stakeholders in the development of 
global, regional, national, and sub-national strategies, policies, regulatory frameworks, and 
programmes to prevent plastic pollution resulting from the use of plastics in agriculture;  

iv. foster cooperation and collaboration among relevant stakeholders in the agrifood systems 
to promote the sustainable use and management of plastic products in agriculture and their 
alternatives; 

v. promote and disseminate knowledge, and stimulate research and development aimed at 
preventing plastic pollution in agriculture. 

2.2. The VCoC is voluntary. It is intended to be implemented within the framework of regional and 
national priorities and circumstances. 

 
56 Respondents who provided contributions to the public online consultation are from Australia, Bangladesh, 
Belgium, Brazil, Canada, China, Colombia, Côte d'Ivoire, Denmark, Ecuador, Ethiopia, France, Gabon, 
Gambia, Germany, Ghana, Greece, India, Indonesia, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Ireland, Italy, Kenya, Lebanon, 
Lesotho, Liberia, Mexico, Nepal, Netherlands, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, Poland, Portugal, Republic of Korea, 
Romania, South Sudan, Spain, Switzerland, Tajikistan, Thailand, Togo, Türkiye, Uganda, , the United 
Kingdom, United States, Viet Nam, and Zambia. 
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2.3. The interpretation and application of the VCoC should align with and complement legal obligations 
under national and international legal instruments, while also considering voluntary commitments 
within relevant international and regional instruments. Nothing in the VCoC should be construed as 
restricting or undermining any legal obligations that countries may have under international agreements, 
nor as affecting the right of countries to adopt, maintain or expand more stringent requirements for the 
sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture than those provided for the VCoC. 

2.4. The VCoC provides recommendations for governments, manufacturers of plastics used in 
agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood systems to promote sustainable management 
practices for plastics used in agriculture. It is not intended as a detailed manual providing technical 
prescriptions for addressing the sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture and their 
alternatives, but to offer a generic framework that can be complemented by context-specific technical 
guidelines, to facilitate practical implementation.  

2.5. The VCoC is global in scope. It may be used at regional, national, and subnational levels.  

2.6. The VCoC applies to plastics used in primary agriculture production (hereby referred to as “plastics 
used in agriculture”). It covers all agriculture sub-sectors, including crops and livestock production, 
aquaculture, fisheries, and forestry. It also covers all stages of the life cycle of plastics used in 
agriculture, comprising the design, authorization, manufacturing, distribution, sale, use, and end-of life 
management, including recycling and disposal. Material extraction and processing and retail packaging 
are not included. 

ARTICLE 3. KEY TERMS  

For the purpose of this Code of Conduct, the following terms will have the following meaning:  

Agriculture 

The term and its derivatives include crop and livestock production, forestry, fisheries, and aquaculture. 

Agrifood systems 

Systems that encompass the primary production of food and non-food agricultural products, as well as 
storage, aggregation, post-harvest handling, transportation, processing, distribution, marketing, 
disposal, and consumption. (FAO Term Portal, 2024). 

Bio-based plastics 

Plastics derived fully or partially from biological materials, such as cellulose, potato or corn starch, 
sugar cane, maize, and soy, instead of fossil-based. They can be engineered to be biodegradable or 
compostable, or they can be designed to be structurally identical to petroleum-based plastics, in which 
case they can last in the environment for the same period of time (UNEP, 2023).  

Biodegradable material 

A material that can, with the help of microorganisms, break down into natural components (e.g., water, 
carbon dioxide or biomass) under certain conditions (UNEP, 2023).  

Biosolids 

Nutrient-rich organic materials resulting from the treatment of sewage sludge, which has undergone a 
process to reduce its water content (FAO Term Portal, 2024). 

Development partners 

Refers to donors, UN and other intergovernmental or regional entities, global and regional financial 
institutions and other entities committed to support sustainable development. 

Extended producer responsibility (EPR) 

Refers to a framework whereby manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture and other stakeholders in 
the agrifood systems take responsibility for the sustainable use and management of the plastic products 
they place on the market, including their collection; pre-treatment, e.g. sorting, dismantling or 
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depollution; (preparation for) reuse; recovery (including recycling and energy recovery) and/or final 
disposal.  

Fossil-based plastics 

Plastics that are derived from non-renewable fossil-based resources, such as petroleum, coal, or gas. 
Some fossil-based plastics are biodegradable (FAO, 2021a). 

Life cycle  

Consecutive and interlinked stages of a product system, from raw material acquisition or generation 
from natural resources to final disposal (FAO Term Portal, 2024). 

Microplastics 

Refers to plastic particles less than 5 millimetres in diametre (FAO, 2021a).  

Open burning 

Uncontrolled combustion of waste without emissions control. 

Oxo-degradable products 

Products containing a pro-oxidant that induces breakdown of the plastic product into smaller pieces, 
such as microplastics under favorable conditions (e.g. heat, UV-light and mechanical stress) (UNEP, 
2023). 

Plastics used in agriculture  

Refers to all plastics used in agriculture primary production. “Plastic products used in agriculture” 
has the same meaning. 

Recycling 

Processing of waste materials for the original purpose or for other purposes, excluding energy recovery 
(UNEP, 2024). 

Sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture 

Refers to the use and management of plastics in agriculture in a manner and at a rate that does not 
negatively impact the environmental, social, and economic dimensions of sustainable development, 
thereby maintaining the potential to meet the needs and aspirations of present and future generations 
(adapted from UNEP, 2007). 

Waste 

Substances or objects which are disposed of or are intended to be disposed of or are required to be 
disposed of by the provisions of national law (UNEP and Secretariat of the Basel Convention, 2019). 

ARTICLE 4. ENABLING ENVIRONMENT FOR THE SUSTAINABLE USE 
AND MANAGEMENT OF PLASTICS IN AGRICULTURE  

4.1. Enabling environment for the sustainable use and management of plastics in 
agriculture 

4.1.1 Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems are encouraged to create an enabling environment for the sustainable use and management of 
plastics in agriculture, including by:  

i. building evidence to guide decision making; 

ii. developing and implementing enabling policies and regulatory frameworks to facilitate 
coordination, enable investments, and support and incentivize the improvement and 
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adoption of best available techniques and practices for the sustainable use and management 
of plastics in agriculture; 

iii. facilitating multi-stakeholder collaboration involving agrifood systems stakeholders, 
including specifically agrifood producers, at the global, regional, national, and sub-
national levels; 

iv. supporting research and development (R&D) activities to identify alternative technologies 
and practices that contribute to the reduction of plastic pollution in agriculture, and 
facilitate the sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture; and 

v. supporting capacity development, awareness-raising, and sharing of knowledge and 
information. 

4.2. Building an evidence base to guide decision-making 

4.2.1 Governments, manufacturers of plastics products used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in 
the agrifood systems are encouraged to develop strategies to assess, measure and monitor the use of 
plastics used in agriculture and their alternatives.  

To this end they: 

i. may conduct surveys and assessments of the types and volumes of plastics used in 
agriculture and their alternatives; policy and regulatory frameworks; existing capacities; 
underlying social, economic, and environmental drivers and impacts; and expected 
trajectory of plastics used in agriculture; 

ii. should cooperate to develop common approaches for data collection, compilation, 
management, and reporting, including reporting of relevant SDG indicators where feasible. 

4.2.2. Country-specific objectives for data collection may target the amount and type of:  

i. plastics used in agriculture imported and/or manufactured domestically;  

ii. plastics used in agriculture placed on the market;  

iii. plastics used in various agricultural applications, including “on-farm” packaging;  

iv. plastic waste generated in agriculture (including soil and organic contamination);  

v. plastic waste generated in agriculture collected; 

vi. plastic waste generated in agriculture recycled;  

vii. plastic waste generated in agriculture subject to open dumping or open burning;  

viii. plastic waste generated in agriculture sent for final disposal, including to incineration 
facilities for energy recovery.  

4.2.3. Information collected on plastics used in agriculture may include material (e.g. polymer) and 
chemical composition, including the use of recycled content, and should, as much as possible, be 
disaggregated by market segments and intended use.  

4.2.4. In collecting and analyzing data on plastics used in agriculture and their alternatives, 
governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems should:  

i. endeavour to ensure the availability of technical capacity to collect and analyse the data 
collected; 

ii. identify practices resulting in plastic pollution in agriculture, including inappropriate 
repurposing; 
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iii. ensure that data collection and management comply with the applicable legislation on data 
protection;  

iv. engage with all stakeholders in a participatory manner and ensure transparency.  

4.2.5. Development partners should incorporate indicators relevant to plastics used in agriculture and 
their alternatives within their agriculture and environment-related programmes and initiatives. 
Development partners are encouraged to engage in collaborative efforts to establish harmonized 
monitoring systems for all projects and programmes related to the use of plastics in agriculture and their 
alternatives. 

4.3. National policies and regulatory frameworks on plastics used in agriculture 

4.3.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, are encouraged to take into consideration the VCoC when drafting and implementing their 
policies, regulatory frameworks, strategies, and action plans related to the sustainable use and 
management of plastics in agriculture and their alternatives.  

4.3.2. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, should develop policies, regulatory frameworks, strategies and/or action plans, to promote 
sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture and their alternatives, including by:  

i. affirming a commitment to combat unsustainable practices on the use and management of 
plastics in agriculture; 

ii. addressing the root causes of the unsustainable use and management of plastics in 
agriculture;  

iii. introducing sustainability considerations in the public procurement of plastics used in 
agriculture; 

iv. introducing monitoring mechanisms to track progress; 

v. allocating appropriate resources, including human, technical and financial resources, to the 
sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture. 

4.3.3. Policies, regulatory frameworks, strategies and action plans may be implemented through a 
variety of interventions adapted to the national priorities and circumstances, based on a comprehensive 
approach that addresses the full life cycle of plastics used in agriculture, including upstream 
interventions focusing on prevention and sustainable product design, interventions focusing on correct 
use and retrieval, and downstream interventions to improve the environmentally sound management of 
plastic waste generated in agriculture. 

4.3.4. Upstream interventions may focus on: 

i. overseeing production and demand of plastics used in agriculture and promoting 
sustainable and environmentally friendly alternatives; 

ii. promoting outcome-based, environmentally sustainable product design aimed at making 
the production process of plastic products used in agriculture more circular by promoting 
the use of recycled content, material and energy efficiency, minimization of release of 
microplastics, minimizing unnecessary use of hazardous materials and chemicals, design 
for longevity (including reusability and repairability), and recyclability. 

4.3.5. Interventions may focus on the correct use and retrieval of plastic products in agriculture to 
facilitate environmentally sound management and eliminate leakage to the environment, including by 
promoting adequate installation and application; preventing the use of plastic products in agriculture 
beyond their safe and effective service life; and promoting the use of appropriate machinery for 
retrieval. 

4.3.6. Downstream interventions may focus on reducing plastic leakage into the environment and 
improving environmentally sound management of plastic waste generated in agriculture, including by 
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strengthening services and infrastructure to address land-based sources of plastic leakage and the 
implementation of measures to tackle sea-based sources of marine litter and microplastics. 

4.3.7. Development partners should support countries - especially developing countries, economies in 
transition, and Small Island Developing States - in crafting and executing national policies, regulatory 
frameworks, strategies and action plans for the sustainable use and management of plastics in 
agriculture, including by supporting resource mobilization, providing technical assistance, and 
promoting technology transfer on voluntary and mutually agreed terms, institutional capacity 
development, and knowledge sharing, as well as facilitating investments for the safe disposal of 
hazardous plastic waste generated in agriculture. 

4.4 Financial and trade instruments 

4.4.1. Governments and financial institutions, in collaboration with manufacturers of plastics used in 
agriculture and other stakeholders in the agrifood systems, are encouraged to:  

i. facilitate access to financial services to meet the financial operational needs of agrifood 
producers to achieve sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture and their 
activities, with special attention to family farmers, women, youth, Indigenous Peoples, 
small producers and producer associations, micro, small and medium enterprises, and other 
small-scale actors and vulnerable groups; 

ii. introduce mechanisms to promote the use of less pollutant plastics in agriculture or 
sustainable and environmentally friendly alternatives, including fees and deposit-return 
schemes, and waste recovery mechanisms;  

iii. support the development of more sustainable plastic products and practices in agriculture 
by considering and evaluating the effectiveness of policies and legislation regulating the 
import and/or manufacturing of targeted plastic products in addressing their potential 
impacts on environmental, economic, and social systems and human health, and 
considering possible unintended consequences and trade-offs, in accordance with relevant 
national legislation, the principles of the multilateral trading system and the World Trade 
Organization agreements. 

4.5 Facilitating collaboration and strengthening multi-stakeholder platforms among 
agrifood systems stakeholders  

4.5.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, including development partners, are encouraged to:  

i. facilitate the establishment of and support multi-stakeholder platforms and partnerships 
among stakeholders in agrifood systems, including specifically agrifood producers, with a 
special emphasis on the inclusion of smallholder farmers, women, youth, Indigenous 
Peoples, persons with disabilities, groups in vulnerable situations in rural areas, as well as 
all relevant stakeholders in the agrifood systems, including waste pickers; 

ii. promote multi-stakeholder platforms and partnerships at global and regional levels, 
including through South-South and Triangular Cooperation and collaboration among 
developed and developing countries; 

iii. implement awareness raising, capacity development and training programmes to promote 
the sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture, targeting all agrifood 
systems stakeholders;  

iv. promote and facilitate international cooperation with a view to promoting innovative 
solutions towards the sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture. 
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4.6 Supporting research and development activities to identify alternative technologies 
and practices 

4.6.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, along with development partners, academic and research institutions and civil society 
organizations, should allocate resources to research and development (R&D) activities and champion 
innovations aimed at the development and use of less pollutant or alternatives to plastics used in 
agriculture, sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture, and reducing associated plastic 
pollution. They should consider, among others, the following issues: 

i. understanding the scale and fate of both fossil-based and bio-based plastics used in 
agriculture, including their quantities, composition, use locations, and environmental fate 
across the supply chain, along with assessing the economic costs associated with plastic 
pollution in agriculture; 

ii. conducting comprehensive, full life cycle assessments of both fossil-based and bio-based 
plastic products used in agriculture (both biodegradable and non-biodegradable), as well 
as alternative products and practices, including traditional practices and natural products 
used by smallholder farmers, women, youth, and Indigenous Peoples, to discern and 
compare their specific application risks and benefits within agrifood systems; 

iii. developing robust risk assessment tools that provide a foundation for implementing 
policies and legislation to prevent and address plastic pollution in agriculture; 

iv. examining the pathways and impacts of plastics used in agriculture, including 
microplastics, on agroecosystems, food safety, and human health; 

v. analysing the behaviour and degradation rates of biodegradable plastics under practical 
and local conditions, for different agricultural production activities, in different 
environmental conditions, such as varying temperatures and humidity levels. The 
assessments should encompass aquatic environments, soils in diverse climatic zones, 
products not directly in contact with soils, and potential synergistic effects with other 
chemicals. Research on biodegradation should include transfer to other environments, 
biodegradation timeframes and long-term effects; 

vi. investigating the impacts of plastic pollution resulting from the use of plastics in 
agriculture on microbiomes, soil and water quality, and soil long-term productivity; 

vii. comparing the economic feasibility of alternative non-plastic biobased materials to assist 
agrifood producers in making the most effective and sustainable choices; 

viii. assess the cost of transition from plastics used in agriculture to alternatives.  

4.6.2. Governments, manufacturers of plastic products used in agriculture and other stakeholders in the 
agrifood systems, including development partners, are encouraged to promote dialogue and cross-
sectoral exchange involving R&D agencies, extension and advisory service providers, academia, the 
private sector, agrifood producers and their associations and consumers to ensure that investments in 
R&D and innovations respond to their needs and demands and are relevant to the local contexts. 

To this end, they may: 

i. offer research grants for developing innovative practices and technologies, including 
sustainable and environmentally friendly alternatives to plastics used in agriculture, 
supporting sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture and reducing 
associated pollution;  

ii. support knowledge exchange and training to facilitate the adoption and transfer of such 
technologies and practices on voluntary and mutually agreed terms; 

iii. set up specific public-private partnerships, where appropriate, to facilitate the 
development, commercialization, adaptation, transfer on voluntary and mutually agreed 
terms, and adoption of such technologies and practices; 
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iv. create platforms to bring together relevant stakeholders who can jointly identify issues to 
be covered by R&D, as well as potential solutions and innovations. 

4.6.3. Waste management companies are encouraged to advocate for and invest in R&D initiatives 
focused on advancing technologies for the efficient and sustainable retrieval of plastic waste generated 
in agriculture, including in aquatic environments, and the subsequent collection, sorting and processing, 
recycling, or disposal, recognizing the wide range of approaches, sustainable alternatives, and 
technologies available to address the full life cycle of plastics used in agriculture. 

4.6.4. Recyclers are encouraged to allocate financial resources to R&D, focusing on innovative 
approaches to efficiently recycle plastic products used in agriculture by advancing new technologies, 
materials, and processes that can enhance recycling capabilities for diverse types of plastic products 
used in agriculture. 

4.7. Capacity development, awareness-raising, and sharing of knowledge and information 

4.7.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, should support science-based education and training of agrifood producers on the sustainable 
use and management of plastics in agriculture and the reduction and elimination of associated plastic 
pollution. Such training and education should be context-specific, inclusive and, when applicable, built 
on local and traditional knowledge and practices, and should address topics such as:  

i. impacts of plastic pollution resulting from the use of plastics in agriculture on ecosystems 
and human health; 

ii. implications of plastic pollution resulting from the use of plastics in agriculture for food 
security, food safety and nutrition; 

iii. possible alternative products and practices towards the reduction of plastics used in 
agriculture; 

iv. correct use and disposal of plastic products used in agriculture. 

4.7.2. Extension and advisory services should raise awareness, share knowledge, foster the adoption 
and scaling up of technologies and successful practices on sustainable use and management of plastics 
in agriculture.  

4.7.3. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, in close collaboration with civil society organizations, local communities and Indigenous 
Peoples, should raise the awareness of the public, policymakers and legislators on the sustainable use 
and management of plastics in agriculture. These efforts should be tailored to the needs of the different 
segments of the population and include awareness-raising, evidence-based education campaigns, and 
formal and informal education channels.  

4.7.4. Governments, manufacturers of plastics products used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in 
the agrifood systems, should specify arrangements for technical assistance to agrifood producers and 
technology transfer on voluntary and mutually agreed terms. 

ARTICLE 5. ACTIONS TO PREVENT PLASTIC POLLUTION IN 
AGRICULTURE AND IMPROVE THE LIFE CYCLE MANAGEMENT OF 
PLASTICS IN AGRICULTURE  

5.1. Design and manufacture of plastics used in agriculture  

5.1.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, are encouraged to harmonize the rules and technical specifications applicable to plastic 
products used in agriculture incorporating sustainable design principles. Rules and technical 
specifications for plastic products used in agriculture should take into consideration their value for 
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agriculture, adverse effects on health and the environment, easiness for removal, collection and 
recycling, potential trade-offs, and available international guidance in relation to plastics and chemicals 
beyond the agriculture sector. 

 5.1.2. Governments, manufacturers of plastic products used in agriculture and other stakeholders in the 
agrifood systems should aim to progressively substitute plastics used in agriculture with less pollutant 
alternatives, including, where feasible, by discouraging the use in agriculture of:  

i. oxo-degradable plastics; 

ii. polymer-coated fertilizers and seeds when commercially available and financially 
accessible biodegradable alternatives are available; 

iii. polyvinyl chloride (PVC) in mulching film and other single-use products for agricultural 
applications; 

iv. per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS)-containing coatings.  

5.1.3. Manufacturers of plastic products used in agriculture are encouraged to review and take into 
consideration available guidelines and best practices for their sustainable design. In particular, 
manufacturers of mulching film are recommended to use a minimum thickness and appropriate 
materials to increase film strength and prevent its tearing during retrieval operations. 

5.2. Plastics products used in agriculture and their alternatives  

5.2.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastic products used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the 
agrifood systems should adopt measures to enhance the sustainability of plastics used in agriculture and 
support their sustainable use and maintenance and identify and promote environmentally friendly and 
sustainable alternative practices and products that contribute to the reduction of demand and use of 
targeted agricultural plastic products. 

5.2.2. Such practices and products should be assessed based on their availability, accessibility, and 
affordability, particularly in developing countries, feasibility, and agricultural economic performance. 
Attention should be paid to their potential impact on human, animal, and soil health, agrifood systems 
and the environment, considering unintended consequences and trade-offs. 

5.2.3. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, are encouraged to work with FAO and other relevant international organizations to develop 
guidance on the use of biodegradable and compostable plastics used in agriculture. 

5.3. Authorization and labelling requirements  

5.3.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems are encouraged to adopt regulatory instruments and procedures to monitor and control the 
manufacture, importation and use of plastics employed in agriculture, including authorization, labelling 
information and recognizable logos, and traceability schemes for plastics used in agriculture or targeted 
plastics used in agriculture. 

5.3.2. The regulatory frameworks, procedures and labelling schemes for plastics used in agriculture will 
be part of and avoid duplication with existing authorization and labelling schemes for non-agriculture 
related plastic products, while preserving the specific needs of agriculture. 

5.4. Recycling of plastic products used in agriculture  

5.4.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, are encouraged to:  

i. promote mechanisms to enable and foster the recycling of plastic products used in 
agriculture, including incentives, procedures, and schemes to facilitate the involvement of 
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agrifood producers and producer organizations in the collection and processing of plastic 
products used in agriculture; 

ii. establish mechanisms for the safe collection, recycling and disposal of plastic products 
used in agriculture, including shredding, washing, and pelletizing equipment suitable for 
various plastic types; 

iii. promote investments and recycling programmes for plastic waste generated in agriculture. 
This collaboration should involve the development of customized technical specifications 
and the approval of financial incentives to encourage private sector investment in recycling 
efforts, technology transfer on voluntary and mutually agreed terms, capacity-building, 
and scientific and technical cooperation, stressing that there is no single approach. 
Inappropriate repurposing of plastic materials used in agriculture should be monitored and 
discouraged. 

5.5. Environmentally sound management of plastic waste generated in agriculture 

5.5.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, are encouraged to promote environmentally sound management of agriculture plastic waste, 
including to:  

i. ensure the adequate collection, storage, transport, and end-of-life management of plastic 
waste generated in agriculture; 

ii. support agrifood producers in overcoming barriers related to the collection and storage of 
plastic waste generated in agriculture; 

iii. support the development of standardized methods, including remote sensing, for the 
monitoring and reporting of open dumping and open burning of plastic waste generated in 
agriculture; 

iv. develop extended producer responsibility schemes for plastic products used in agriculture, 
aligning with international guidance; 

v. collaborate towards the design and development of farm-level plastic waste management 
and storage systems. Such systems should allow the safe collection and segregation of 
plastic waste generated in agriculture; 

vi. foster the participation of the informal waste management sector in the design and 
implementation of collection and recycling schemes for plastic waste generated in 
agriculture; 

vii. adopt effective measures, including measures related to design, marking, tracing, reporting 
and recovery requirements, to prevent, reduce and eliminate plastic-containing abandoned, 
lost or otherwise discarded fishing gear and to follow internationally agreed rules, 
standards, and recommended practices and procedures; 

viii. prevent and control the transboundary movement of plastic waste generated in agriculture 
for the purpose of its safe and environmentally sound management in a manner consistent 
with national obligations and relevant multilateral agreements, including the Basel 
Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their 
Disposal; 

ix. follow the requirements for management of empty pesticide containers in the International 
Code of Conduct on Pesticide Management and the associated technical guidelines and 
manuals. 

5.5.2. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems: 

i. should prevent, prohibit, and avoid the open dumping and open burning of plastic waste 
generated in agriculture and implement measures to monitor these practices;  
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ii. where applicable, should exercise control over the end-of-life management of biosolids 
from municipal sewage sludge in agriculture.  

5.5.3. Manufacturers of plastic products used in agriculture should:  

iii. adhere to extended producer responsibility schemes for plastic products used in agriculture 
they manufacture; 

iv. provide education and training for the relevant stakeholders in agrifood systems, especially 
farmers, foresters and fisherfolk.  

5.5.4. Distributors and traders of plastic products used in agriculture should:  

v. raise awareness among value chain producers about the environmental impact of plastic 
waste generated in agriculture and provide guidance on the proper handling, sorting, and 
collection of plastic materials and waste in agriculture; 

vi. support product buy-back programmes for plastic products used in agriculture.  

ARTICLE 6. IMPLEMENTATION AND MONITORING  

6.1. Stakeholder Engagement 

6.1.1. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood 
systems, including development partners, are encouraged to promote, support, and use the VCoC in 
accordance with their needs, mandates, abilities, and relevant contexts. To this end, they are encouraged 
to:  

i. implement the VCoC within their jurisdictions;  

ii. disseminate information about the VCoC to all relevant stakeholders to foster a shared 
understanding among them regarding their collective responsibilities to realize the 
objectives outlined in the VCoC; 

iii. monitor the observance and implementation of the VCoC and report relevant information 
to FAO on a voluntary basis; 

iv. facilitate the fair, equitable and inclusive participation, and consideration of the needs of 
affected populations, with special considerations for smallholder farmers, women, children 
and youth, Indigenous Peoples, persons with disabilities, groups in vulnerable situations 
in rural areas, as well as all relevant stakeholders in the agrifood systems, including waste 
pickers, in the implementation of the VCoC.  

6.1.2. Development partners, including FAO, are encouraged to support voluntary efforts by 
governments to implement the VCoC. Support of this nature may encompass technical collaboration, 
financial aid, strengthening of institutional capacity, sharing, and exchanging data and knowledge, and 
technology transfer on voluntary and mutually agreed terms. Academic, research institutions and 
development partners should promote integration of recommendations in the VCoC into their activities 
and facilitate knowledge exchange and skills development. 

6.2. Revision and update of the VCoC 

6.2.1. The VCoC should be reviewed periodically. Changes to the VCoC will be made by FAO in 
consultation with Members and with the approval of the appropriate Governing Bodies.  

6.2.2. FAO will support the implementation of the VCoC, including through the development of specific 
technical guidelines and manuals, as required. Governments, manufacturers of plastics used in 
agriculture, and other stakeholders in the agrifood systems are invited to use the VCoC as a basis to 
develop further guidelines and guidance documents.  



COAG/2024/8     27 

REFERENCES 
FAO. 2021a. Assessment of agricultural plastics and their sustainability. A call for action. Rome, 
Italy. https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cb7856en 

FAO. 2021b. FAO’s Strategic Framework 2022-31, Rome, Italy.  

FAO Term Portal. 2024. FAOTERM. Accessed 22/12/2023. http://www.fao.org/faoterm/en/ 

UNEP. 2023. Turning off the Tap. How the world can end plastic pollution and create a circular 
economy. Nairobi. https://www.unep.org/resources/turning-off-tap-end-plastic-pollution-create-
circular-economy 

UNEP. 2024. Global Waste Management Outlook 2024: Beyond an age of waste – Turning rubbish 
into a resource. Nairobi. https://wedocs.unep.org/20.500.11822/44939  

UNEP and Secretariat of the Basel Convention. 2019. Basel Convention on the Control of 
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal - Protocol on Liability and 
Compensation for damage resulting from the transboundary movements of hazardous wastes and their 
disposal. https://www.basel.int/Portals/4/Basel%20Convention/docs/meetings/cop/cop5/docs/prot-
e.pdf 

UNGA. 1992. Rio Declaration on environment and development. Rio de Janeiro. 
https://www.un.org/en/conferences/environment/rio1992 

 

 

http://www.fao.org/faoterm/en/
https://www.unep.org/resources/turning-off-tap-end-plastic-pollution-create-circular-economy
https://www.unep.org/resources/turning-off-tap-end-plastic-pollution-create-circular-economy
https://wedocs.unep.org/20.500.11822/44939
https://www.basel.int/Portals/4/Basel%20Convention/docs/meetings/cop/cop5/docs/prot-e.pdf
https://www.basel.int/Portals/4/Basel%20Convention/docs/meetings/cop/cop5/docs/prot-e.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/generalassembly/docs/globalcompact/A_CONF.151_26_Vol.I_Declaration.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/conferences/environment/rio1992

	I. Introduction
	II.  FAO’s scientific and evidence-based assessments related to the distribution, benefits, trade-offs, and risks of plastics use in agriculture and related activities
	III. FAO’s support to countries to strengthen sustainable management and use of plastics in agriculture
	IV. FAO’s engagement in the work of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee to develop an international legally binding instrument on plastic pollution, including in the marine environment
	V. The Voluntary Code of Conduct on the Sustainable Use and Management of Plastics in Agriculture
	Background
	Structure of the VCoC
	ARTICLE 1. GUIDING PRINCIPLES
	ARTICLE 2. OBJECTIVES AND SCOPE
	ARTICLE 3. KEY TERMS
	Substances or objects which are disposed of or are intended to be disposed of or are required to be disposed of by the provisions of national law (UNEP and Secretariat of the Basel Convention, 2019).
	ARTICLE 4. ENABLING ENVIRONMENT FOR THE SUSTAINABLE USE AND MANAGEMENT OF PLASTICS IN AGRICULTURE
	4.1. Enabling environment for the sustainable use and management of plastics in agriculture
	4.2. Building an evidence base to guide decision-making
	4.3. National policies and regulatory frameworks on plastics used in agriculture
	4.4 Financial and trade instruments
	4.5 Facilitating collaboration and strengthening multi-stakeholder platforms among agrifood systems stakeholders
	4.6 Supporting research and development activities to identify alternative technologies and practices

	ARTICLE 5. ACTIONS TO PREVENT PLASTIC POLLUTION IN AGRICULTURE AND IMPROVE THE LIFE CYCLE MANAGEMENT OF PLASTICS IN AGRICULTURE
	5.1. Design and manufacture of plastics used in agriculture
	5.2. Plastics products used in agriculture and their alternatives
	5.3. Authorization and labelling requirements
	5.4. Recycling of plastic products used in agriculture
	5.5. Environmentally sound management of plastic waste generated in agriculture

	ARTICLE 6. IMPLEMENTATION AND MONITORING
	6.1. Stakeholder Engagement
	6.2. Revision and update of the VCoC

	REFERENCES

