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Glossary of  
abbreviations
Abbreviation Definition

EAC East African Community

IEC International Electrotechnical Commission

INC Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee

ISO International Organization for Standardization

ISO/CASCO ISO Committee on conformity assessment

ISO/CS ISO Central Secretariat

ITU International Telecommunications Union

NSBs National standards bodies

TBT Technical barriers to trade

TC Technical committee

UN United Nations

UNEA United Nations Environment Assembly

UNEP United Nations Environment Programme

UNCTAD United Nations Conference on Trade and Development

WSC World Standards Cooperation

WTO World Trade Organization
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1. Introduction
To help ISO members engage more effectively and establish 
strong partnerships with policymakers and regulators, the ISO 
Central Secretariat (ISO/CS) launched a dedicated programme on 
standards and public policy in September 2023. This programme 
aims to equip national standards bodies (NSBs) with the necessary 
knowledge and tools to engage more effectively with policymakers 
and regulators using International Standards. These include 
conformity assessment standards as an additional instrument by 
which to achieve policy objectives across various sectors.

The flagship deliverable of this programme is 
the ISO standards and public policy: A toolkit 
for national standards bodies, which sets the 
overall framework. Building on this foundation, 
a comprehensive programme of action was 
designed to increase collaboration between 
NSBs, policymakers and regulators, sector 
by sector. It includes thematic policy briefs, 
workshops, research initiatives, case studies, 
peer-to-peer knowledge sharing and capacity 
building. The ultimate goal is to establish 
a vibrant global community of interest that 
utilizes International Standards to accomplish 
public policy objectives, foster trade, and 
promote international regulatory cooperation.

ISO policy briefs

The ISO thematic policy briefs are concise 
documents that aim to help ISO members 
prepare for their engagement with 
policymakers and regulators, particularly 
those outside their line ministry, on key policy 
issues. In each case, they offer members a 
global perspective and guidance on why the 
issue is a policy priority and challenge, and 
provide an overview of how governments 
are addressing this issue at the international, 
regional and national levels. They outline the 
role of International Standards and NSBs in 

supporting policy responses, and signpost key 
International Standards, supported by real-life 
examples, that can help policymakers achieve 
a range of policy objectives. Each document 
ends with suggestions and recommendations  
on how to stay abreast of ISO’s technical work. 
The ISO policy briefs should be read alongside 
both the ISO toolkit and the ISO policy brief: 
A primer on public policy – Maximizing your 
NSBs engagement with policymakers, which 
explains the pivotal role of NSBs in supporting 
policy across various stages of the public 
policy life cycle (e.g. problem identification, 
policy analysis, policy formulation, stakeholder 
engagement and implementation).

One of these thematic publications is the 
ISO policy brief: Combatting plastic pollution 
with International Standards.
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2.  Global challenge:  
plastic pollution

Plastic is now used in almost every sector. Single-use packaging, 
fishing nets, agriculture, medical supplies, car parts, textiles, 
electronics and many more products and components are made 
of various types of polymers, most of which are virgin fossil-based 
materials.

1 “Downstream” includes collection, recycling, incineration and final disposal.

The world produces more than 380 million 
tonnes of plastic annually (Charron, 2023) and 
we are not adequately equipped to deal with 
the resulting waste and pollution: only 9 % of 
plastic is recycled (OECD, 2022), and at least 
11 million metric tonnes of plastic enters the 
ocean every year (Ocean Conservancy, 2023), 
breaking down into micro- and nanoparticles. 
Microplastic is regularly detected in agricultural 
soil (Sa’adu & Farsang, 2023), in the air we 
breathe (Yale E360, 2022) and has already 
spread across the world via ocean currents 
and winds, even to the most remote locations 
(Spek, 2023). 

Plastic pollution has significant adverse effects, 
not only on the ecosystems it infiltrates but 
also on human health and global climate 
systems. The accumulated annual costs 
associated with the health burden of the 
plastics life cycle has been estimated to be 
over USD 250 billion (Landrigan et al., 2023). 
The plastics life cycle is responsible for 
approximately 3.7 % of global greenhouse gas 
emissions, mostly because of the use of fossil 
fuels for manufacturing.

The adverse effects of plastic pollution are 
not evenly distributed: they are most keenly 
felt in the Global South and in small island 
states (Landrigan et al., 2023) that are situated 
downstream1 in the plastics value chain. 
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Chapter 2 – Global Challenge: Plastic Pollution 

In 2021, the value of the global plastics trade 
was at least USD 1.2 trillion, representing 
around 5 % of all trade. Much of the trade 
flows of plastic are hidden or semi-hidden, 
e.g. embedded in products or through illegal 
trade in plastic waste. The current trade 
system does not facilitate the distribution of 
sustainable and safe plastic solutions. Policies 
do not yet sufficiently promote the adoption of 
non-plastic substitutes, with tariffs on fossil-
fuel-based plastics often set at lower rates.  

For instance, the average tariff worldwide 
for plastic straws is 7.7 %, whereas for paper 
straws it is 13.3 %, making the plastic-free 
version less competitive (UNCTAD, 2023).

Together with strong policies, trade measures 
and ambitious international commitments, 
International Standards can be instrumental 
in combatting plastic pollution and moving 
towards a globally safe, sustainable and 
circular plastic economy.

 

Source: Plastic_Science_E.pdf (unep.org)  
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Figure 1: Illustration of the life cycle of plastic
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3.  Policy context
Plastic pollution is a complex and transboundary problem requiring 
concerted action on all levels, from local to multinational. Although 
global efforts are underway to encourage countries to collectively 
address plastic pollution, historically, the issue has been 
approached in a fragmented manner.

2  The Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal, often called the Basel Convention, is a global treaty designed to 
reduce the movements of hazardous waste between nations, and specifically to prevent transfer of hazardous waste from developed to developing countries.

3  The Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter 1972, called the “London Convention” for short, is one of the first global 
conventions to protect the marine environment from human activities.

4 “Upstream” includes production and design of polymers and plastic products.

Global 
The most comprehensive process at a global 
level is the Intergovernmental Negotiating 
Committee (INC) that was set in motion by the 
UNEA Resolution 5/14 “End plastic pollution: 
towards an international legally binding 
instrument” (2022). The process aims to 
mandate coherent collective global action and 
to address the full life cycle of plastic, for the 
first time, starting from the source. To keep up 
with the latest INC developments, see: unep.
org/inc-plastic-pollution.

Before the launch of the INC process, plastics 
pollution was addressed in parts of other 
environmental agreements, typically focusing on 
the waste and end-of-life stages of the plastics 
life cycle (for example, the Basel Convention2 
targets the transboundary movements of 
hazardous waste, and the London Convention3 
prohibits intentional dumping of waste at sea). 

Since trade in plastics represents a substantive 
part of global trade, the Dialogue on Plastics 
Pollution and Environmentally Sustainable 
Plastics Trade (DPP) was launched in 2020 
at the World Trade Organization (WTO). The 
primary objective of its currently 79 co-
sponsors is to explore options for improved 
trade cooperation to reduce plastics 
pollution and transition to a more circular and 
environmentally sustainable global plastics 
economy, complementing existing international 
processes in other fora (WTO, n.d.).

The 13th WTO Ministerial Statement 2024 put 
forward by the coordinators of the Dialogue 
highlights the importance of fostering 
collaboration with international organizations 
such as ISO, and specifically encourages 
promotion of cooperation on standards to 
support the transparency of global trade flows. 
To read the latest statements and keep up with 
discussions at the WTO, see: wto.org/english/
tratop_e/ppesp_e/ppesp_e.htm.

Regional
The European Union’s Circular Economy Action 
Plan is one of the only regional instruments 
that addresses the upstream4 stages of the 
plastics life cycle. It targets product design, 
promotes circular economy processes, 
encourages sustainable consumption, and 
aims to prevent waste, including plastic waste 
(European Commission, n.d.). Other regions, 
such as the East African Community (EAC), are 
working on harmonized regional approaches 
(incl. legislative solutions) to address plastic 
pollution, which has led to a draft East African 
Single Use Plastics Bill (2023).

Regional policies have cascading implications 
for national economies: producers must 
adopt sustainable solutions (e.g. alternative 
packaging materials) and meet labelling 
requirements, to maintain market access 
and even “lock out” companies that are 
non-compliant with new regulations. 
For example, with the entry into force of 
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Chapter 3 – Policy context

EU Directive 2019/904, it will no longer be 
possible to place certain commonly used 
single-use plastics products on the European 
market. Governments will need to consider the 
implications of such measures on global trade 
and the economy.  

In addition, regional agreements adopted 
under the Regional Seas Conventions also 
address pollution, including plastic pollution. 
For example, the Cartagena Convention5 
is an agreement that imposes obligations 
aimed at preventing, reducing and controlling 
pollution in the waters within the designated 
Convention area. Additionally, the Secretariat 
of the Convention supports various marine 
litter projects and reforms. (The Caribbean 
Environment Programme (CEP), n.d.)

5 Cartagena Convention is the term used to refer to the Convention for the Protection and Development of the Marine Environment in the Wider Caribbean Region.

National
A challenge for national policymakers is the 
implementation and alignment of international 
and regional obligations with national policy 
objectives and capacities. The current 
landscape of national plastic and circular 
economy policies is fragmented and does not 
address the full scope of the plastic crisis. 

Table 1 gives an overview of available 
trade-related instruments identified by the 
WTO (2023) that policymakers could leverage 
at different life-cycle stages. More specific 
examples of various national trade-related 
policies targeting plastic pollution can be found 
in the survey of the WTO Members published 
by the DPP (see here: https://docs.wto.org/
dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/
INF/TEIDP/W11.pdf&Open=True)

Sustainability measures Market-based tools Supporting measures

•	 Bans/restrictions on import 
and export of waste, including 
export licences

•	 Import licensing for plastic 
bag components 

•	 Minimum recycled content

•	 Minimum thickness [of plastic 
bags], (re)usability

•	 Exclusion of certain 
components

•	 Voluntary guidelines for 
plastic-containing products

•	 Labelling requirements

•	 Environmental and chemical 
taxes (applied to plastics)

•	 Deposit schemes and 
other Extended Producer 
Responsibility (EPR) schemes

•	 [Preferential] tariffs on certain 
goods, including tariff quotas

•	 Packaging fees

•	 Trade defence tools 
(e.g. applied to non-plastic 
substitutes)

•	 Preferential tax treatment for 
alternatives and non-plastic 
substitutes

•	 Direct grants to Research & 
Development 

•	 Government procurement 
requirements and preferential 
rates for goods with recycled 
content

•	 Expenditure on resource 
utilization of agricultural 
wastes, incl. recycling of 
waste plastic films

Research has shown that governments are 
more likely to adopt regulatory instruments 
(e.g. bans) than economic incentives 
(e.g. taxes) (Virdin et al., 2020). For bans, 
plastic bags remain the most commonly 
regulated item: as of 2022, more than 
90 countries have imposed a complete ban or 
partial ban on plastic bags (see Figure 2).

Table 1: Commonly applied national trade-related plastics measures 

Source: WTO 2023
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Chapter 3 – Policy context

Source: Plastic bag ban - Wikipedia

For national bans and restrictions to be 
effective, implementation measures need to 
be in place, such as tracking the volume of 
imports and availability of technology to detect 
hazardous polymers and embedded plastic 
(World Economic Forum, 2022). 

-

Figure 2: Plastic bag legislation around the world  
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4.  Standards in support 
of policy responses

International Standards can play an important role in supporting 
national public policy development and implementation – See 
ISO policy brief: A primer on public policy – International Standards 
and NSBs for more information. Preparing and adopting public 
policies is the responsibility of policymakers and regulators. 
NSBs can play a vital role in supporting public policy by providing 
expertise, guidance and resources related to technical standards 
and international good practices. Their involvement can help 
ensure that policies are well-informed, effective and aligned with 
International Standards.

International Standards, as developed by 
ISO, IEC and ITU, jointly known as the World 
Standards Cooperation (WSC), are global 
solutions that respond to market needs and 
are informed by the collective knowledge of 
global experts through a multi-stakeholder 
consensus-based process. These standards 
encompass a broad spectrum of perspectives 
and expertise, including those related to social, 
environmental and economic concerns. They 
serve as guidelines and harmonized best 
practices to ensure consistency, build trust 
and facilitate international cooperation among 
countries and stakeholders. International 
Standards, developed by the WSC, are in line 
with the WTO Technical Barriers to Trade’s six 
principles for the development of international 
standards, guides and recommendations. 
Therefore, there is a presumption that they do 
not cause any unnecessary obstacles to trade. 

The referencing of International Standards 
in technical regulation, legislation or policies 
allows regulators to save resources by relying 
on internationally agreed good practice. It 
significantly increases the acceptance of 
policy guidance or legislation and helps to keep 
the regulation up to date and separate from 
the political timetable. From an international 
perspective, it can promote regulatory 
cooperation and facilitate trade. For this 
reason, International Standards not only play 
a vital role in policy implementation, but also 
have a substantial impact on the development 
of public policy across various domains.
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The value of the ISO system is not solely 
in the standards development process 
and governance framework, but also in 
its extensive global network/membership 
comprising 170 national members, each 
with one voice representing their respective 
country. All members are welcome to join 
ISO/IEC technical committees (TCs) and 
contribute to the International Standards 
development process. Standards emerging 
from this process carry inherent legitimacy 
and international buy-in; hence they receive 
widespread acceptance as they are based on 
global needs and are the result of systematic 
collaboration and consensus. As a result, 
ISO standards have worldwide credibility 
and, once a consensus-based standard is 
agreed by the members, it can be adopted 
nationally by all ISO members, either as is 
or with adjustments to meet the national 
requirements and/or context. As such, 
International Standards offer a cost-effective 
means of disseminating knowledge across 
borders, as well as ensuring widespread 
adoption. ISO standards are widely used by 
the public and private sectors.

Standardization efforts that aim to address 
various aspects of plastic pollution are 
currently ongoing on all levels – national, 
regional and international. The following 
overview provides examples and insights 
into how policymakers can use International 
Standards as valuable tools when crafting 
national regulations, strategies and plans 
to achieve policy objectives aimed at 
combatting plastic pollution and advancing 
towards a sustainable and circular economy. 
From product design and labelling to waste 
management and conformity assessment, 
standards can support policy measures such as 
national regulation, strategies, incentives, bans, 
restrictions, and more.

Sustainable design 
Much of a product’s impact across its life 
cycle, including its recyclability, is determined 
at the design phase. Promoting best practice, 
ISO 14006, Environmental management 
systems – Guidelines for incorporating 
ecodesign, can serve as a starting point for 
establishing a general ecodesign framework, 
which will subsequently facilitate the adoption 
of specific market access requirements tailored 
to individual products. 

Single-use plastics contribute significantly to 
the plastic pollution crisis. More products need 
to be designed for reuse (Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, n.d.). Currently, the most common 
way to promote reuse is to restrict single-
use products, for example with plastic bag 
levies (Plastic Smart Cities, 2023), but these 
restrictions can be complemented with 
positive measures that support the design 
and development of reusable packaging, 
and encourage businesses to implement 
such systems. ISO 18603:2013, Packaging 
and the environment – Reuse, provides the 
requirements for a packaging to be classified 
as reusable and sets out procedures for 
assessing compliance with these requirements.

  Example

French National Pact on Plastic Packaging 
(2019) cites the definition of “reuse” and 
“reusable packaging” from ISO 18603:2013.

See ISO/TC 207 and ISO/TC 122 for more 
information and standards.
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Transparency and ecolabelling 
With the proliferation of ecolabels, including 
self-declared claims, standardized guidance 
can help prevent greenwashing and strengthen 
consumer trust by imposing verification 
requirements (BCG, 2022). ISO 14021, 
Environmental labels and declarations – 
Self-declared environmental claims (Type II 
environmental labelling), provides a verification 
methodology and specifies requirements for 
self-declared environmental claims, including 
statements, symbols and graphics.

With the wide variety of plastic products, 
types of polymers and chemical additives 
on the market, guidance for the uniformity 
of declaration of the chemical makeup of a 
product can be instrumental. Such guidelines 
can be found in ISO 1043-2, Plastics – Symbols 
and abbreviated terms – Part 2: Fillers 
and reinforcing materials, and ISO 16620-
5, Plastics – Biobased content – Part 5: 
Declaration of biobased carbon content, 
biobased synthetic polymer content and 
biobased mass content. These standards help 
clearly identify and mark products, which can 
help enforce policies that target a specific 
chemical, polymer or type of product (e.g. non-
biodegradable plastic bans).

Several standards provide definitions and 
technical requirements specifically for 
biodegradable and compostable products, such 
as ISO 5412, Plastics – Industrial compostable 
plastic shopping bags, and ISO 5424, Plastics – 
Industrial compostable plastic drinking straws. 
These and other standards can be instrumental 
in promoting sustainable substitutes for single-
use products. 

  Example

Incorporation of Directive (EU) 2019/904 in 
Greece states that plastic products should 
be visibly marked (e.g. if they are recyclable) 
according to ΕΝ ISO 14021 or equivalent 
standard.

See ISO/TC 207 and ISO/TC 61 for more 
information and standards.

Waste management
Standardized marking and labelling (see 
section above) can also help ensure proper 
sorting and collection of plastic waste, 
which is essential to fast-track recycling and 
prevent contamination of recycled feedstock. 
Other standards that can help expedite 
waste sorting include ISO 11469, Plastics – 
Generic identification and marking of plastics 
products, and ISO/TR 18568, Packaging 
and the environment – Marking for material 
identification.

The subsequent recycling of sorted waste 
necessitates waste management infrastructure, 
for which International Standards can provide 
a basis of technical expertise. ISO 14001 and 
related standards can serve as the foundation 
for ensuring that infrastructure-related projects 
adhere to environmental best practices and 
demonstrate compliance through certification. 
Compliance with International Standards 
could form part of the evaluation criteria when 
financing such projects, as well as mitigate risk, 
since ISO certification enjoys global recognition 
and is consistent and comparable worldwide. 

Aimed specifically at packaging, ISO 18604, 
Packaging and the environment – Material 
recycling, outlines requirements for the 
recycling of materials while accommodating the 
ongoing development of both packaging and 
recovery technologies. These standards can 
form part of a national strategy – or national 
action plan – for sound waste management and 
recycling, and the certifications they offer can 
help government agencies to keep track of the 
industry’s progress.
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Chapter 4 – Standards in support of policy responses 

  Example

In the approval of the national solid 
waste management strategy, Vietnamese 
policymakers refer to the ISO 14000 series 
of standards: “The Ministry of Industry and 
Trade shall support enterprises and owners 
of waste sources in implementing plans to 
prevent and reduce waste and apply cleaner 
production methods and environmental 
control system ISO 14000; and elaborate 
and implement a master plan to develop the 
environmental industry, including the waste 
recycling industry”.

See ISO/TC 207, ISO/TC 122 and ISO/TC 61 
for more information and standards.

Conformity assessment 
Conformity assessment procedures play a 
crucial role in verifying and testing whether 
a product complies with national rules and 
regulations. For example, when a product 
undergoes laboratory testing, compliance with 
the standards outlined in the CASCO Toolbox 
can ensure that the facility is capable of 
performing reliable testing (e.g. checking that a 
product is free from toxic chemicals or testing 
for microplastic particles in drinking water). 

  Example

Annex III of EU directive 2020/2184 on 
water quality states that “Member States 
shall ensure that laboratories or parties 
contracted by laboratories apply quality 
management system practices in accordance 
with EN ISO/IEC 17025 or other equivalent 
standards accepted at international level.” 

See the ISO Committee on conformity 
assessment (CASCO) for more information 
and standards.

Towards greater sustainability
Innovative system approaches, such as 
the circular economy, can greatly benefit 
from standardization and well-defined 
terminology to facilitate their implementation 
and prevent greenwashing. ISO/TC 323, 
Circular economy, develops International 
Standards on terminology and principles, 
measuring and assessing circularity, as well 
as on the transition of business models 
and value networks. These standards can 
be incorporated into national strategies, 
directives or action plans for the circular 
economy, serving as essential components of 
accountability and compliance mechanisms.

Finally, ISO is constantly responding to 
emerging challenges and new areas of 
academic and public interest, such as 
standardized methods for sampling and 
measuring microplastics in the environment 
(ISO 24187, Principles for the analysis of 
microplastics present in the environment). 
By using ISO 24187 and other standards 
from ISO/TC 61, governments can effectively 
coordinate efforts for monitoring plastic 
pollution, formulating policies and organizing 
cleanup and remediation activities. 
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5. Key messages

 Plastic pollution is a pervasive transboundary problem that 
has negative impacts on the global economy, human health 
and the environment, and requires a comprehensive and 
holistic policy response.

Unlike the INC process, which aims to address the whole 
life cycle of plastic and serve as a comprehensive tool in the 
transition towards a circular economy, most agreements, 
regional and national policies and regulations target a 
specific aspect of the plastic pollution problem.

Preparing and adopting public policies is the responsibility 
of policymakers and regulators. NSBs can play a vital 
role in supporting public policy by providing expertise, 
guidance and resources related to technical standards and 
international good practices. Their involvement can help 
ensure that policies are well-informed, effective and aligned 
with international standards. 

An ISO International Standard represents global consensus 
on best practice for the subject the standard relates to. 
Together with strong policies, trade measures and ambitious 
global commitments, International Standards can help 
establish a safe, sustainable and circular plastic economy.

1

3

2

4
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Using globally recognized terms and definitions, as well as 
standardized and clear ecolabelling requirements, can help 
strengthen consumer trust and prevent greenwashing. 

Standardized marking and labelling systems can also help 
enforce policies that target a specific chemical, polymer or 
type of product (e.g. non-biodegradable plastic bans), and 
streamline sorting and recycling.

Using International Standards to evaluate costly projects 
for the construction or renovation of local recycling and 
recovery facilities can ensure that these are based on the 
latest technical expertise and help mitigate risks. 

Conformity assessment procedures play a crucial role in 
verifying and testing whether a product adheres to national 
rules and regulations, forming an integral part of the national 
compliance mechanism. Certification to ISO standards 
is globally recognized, and is consistent and comparable 
worldwide.

5

7

6

8

17ISO policy brief: Combatting plastic pollution with International Standards



6. How can I get involved? 
To combat plastic pollution, we need to work together. 

NSBs: 
To follow or contribute to ISO’s technical work on plastics, see the relevant 
committees:

•	 ISO/TC 61, Plastics, and its subcommittees:

	◦ ISO/TC 61/SC 14, Environmental aspects 

	◦ ISO/TC 122/SC 4, Packaging and the environment

•	 ISO/TC 207, Environmental management

•	 ISO/TC 323, Circular economy

Stakeholders: 
→  If you have expertise related to plastics and would like to contribute to the 
development of standards, please contact the ISO member in your country 
(www.iso.org/members.html).  

→  For more information about this publication, please contact the ISO Strategy 
and Research Unit (research@iso.org) and ISO Capacity Building Unit 
(capacity@iso.org).

→  For more information about ISO standards for plastics, we encourage you to 
contact the ISO Sustainability Unit (climate@iso.org). 
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