
The design phase is critical to ensuring safer 
and more sustainable use of plastics. Decisions 
taken at this stage can determine the circularity 
of the material� as well as its impacts on human 
health and the environment, especially regarding 
the need for transparency and traceability of 
chemicals in plastics since many of them have 
been identified as chemicals of concern. 

This article, which should be considered 
alongside Articles 3 and 6, will also assist in the 
effective implementation of other provisions of 
the Chair’s text. Robust scientific evidence on the 
human and environmental impacts of plastic 
product design has informed the identification of 
several crucial Article 5 elements. The 
implementation of these elements would 
significantly reduce those negative impacts while 
fulfilling the objectives of UNEA 5/14 for a 
comprehensive and effective global plastics treaty. 
These evidence-based core elements are 
summarised in the Table and Figure below to 
support fully informed policy decision-making for 
safe and more sustainable product design.

Evidence-based criteria are key to identifying 
products/product groupings of concern, which 
together with an efficient listing mechanism
provide a ‘start-and-strengthen’ approach to the 
treaty and flexibility as new scientific evidence 
emerges. A subsidiary body with technical 
experts free of conflicts of interest can guide 
implementation and updating of criteria.

The scope of the article is currently limited to 
products which would deviate from UNEA 
Resolution 5/14. Scope that comprehensively 
covers product design would better integrate 
materials and waste, align with the resolution and 
would simplify implementation - since it would 
allow for increased harmonization across countries 
and sectors.
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Fig. 1:  Illustration of the interconnections between core elements of the decision-making process for achieving 
safer and more sustainable product design (Article 5).
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Core elements Scientific background Relation to the Chair’s text Implications for implementation
Global, legally binding controls The science shows that plastics move across 

jurisdictional and territorial borders 
throughout their lifecycles and across a 
complex supply chains. These global supply 
chains require global controls.

The Chair’s text currently contains several 
caveats (e.g., national circumstances and 
capabilities, and appropriate measures) that 
weaken the provisions

Excluding globally binding controls on 
product design would hinder global 
standardization and harmonization making 
implementation across global supply chains 
costly and extremely challenging if not 
impossible.

Transparency and traceability There is currently little to no transparency 
and traceability for chemicals in plastics 
across the plastics lifecycle. Alongside 
essentiality, they are a necessity for the 
design of safer, more sustainable, and 
therefore more circular plastic products�,�. 
Transparency is also critical for creating 
consumer and supply chain actor trust in 
products�.

Currently missing from the Chair’s text, Article 
5

Excluding legally binding controls on product 
design transparency and product traceability 
will complicate implementation, given 
plastics’ highly complex global supply chains.

Safety and sustainability Criteria for safety and sustainability are key 
for achieving the objectives of the treaty 
since the design phase is critical in ensuring 
safer and more sustainable manufacture, 
use, and management of plastics. Safety and 
sustainability criteria must also apply to 
plastic alternatives used in plastic products 
and non-plastic product substitutes�,�. 
Studies report the release of chemicals�, 
nano- and microplastics, as well as emissions 
such as GHGs, throughout the plastics 
lifecycle�,�. Addressing these releases and 
emissions from the design phase is crucial 
for the protection of human and 
environmental health.

Safety and sustainability are mentioned in 
the Chair’s Text but need further elaboration 
to emphasise the importance of criteria 
establishment and product groupings to be 
developed by a future science body/ies.

Alongside essentiality and transparency, 
including safety and sustainability as key 
product design criteria will improve the 
implementation of other control measures 
under the treaty, meet the principles of a 
safer and more sustainable circular design 
and economy, and help to efficiently and 
effectively achieve the objectives of the 
treaty.

Circular economy Products and systems designed according 
to circular economy principles promote 
resource efficiency and move products and 
systems up the waste hierarchy by 
prioritising prevention, reduction, redesign, 
repair, repurpose, and remanufacture, while 
ensuring benefits to the environment and 
society��.

‘Circular economy’ is mentioned in the 
Chair’s Text, but the emphasis needs 
strengthening. Currently, the text places 
equal weighting on reuse and recycling, 
which does not follow principles of circularity 
nor the waste hierarchy.

Failure to design for circular material flows 
will perpetuate the depletion of resources 
and increase pollution generation��. Aligning 
circular economy and waste hierarchy goals 
will ensure that short-term solutions do not 
hinder long-term success��.

Table 1: Summary of the core elements and the implications of excluding each on the implementation of the Treaty, to support fully informed decision-making for safe 
and sustainable product design. Each of the core elements are interconnected and required in unison in the Treaty text.
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