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Technical webinar series on avocado and pineapple value chains 
Webinar #5: Reduction of agrochemical use, sustainable pest and disease management and 
compliance with MRLs  
Summary report 

Wednesday 2 February 2022, 16.30-18.000 Rome (UTC+1), on Zoom. 

Background 

This webinar was the fifth event in a series of technical webinars being organized by FAO’s Responsible Fruits project in 
response to the priorities and interests of participants from the private sector. The webinars provide an opportunity for 
peer learning on precompetitive issues and the identification and sharing of good practices. To facilitate open discussion, 
there is no webinar recording and the event’s report follows the Chatham House Rule of not identifying individual speakers. 
The exception being for the main presenters (four individuals here) who have consented to share information in advance. 

Participation 

Thirty-six participants joined the webinar, representing producers and their organizations, packers, processors, 
exporters/importers and distributors. These included companies and organizations based in Africa, the Americas, and 
Europe. 

https://www.fao.org/markets-and-trade/areas-of-work/emerging-trends-challenges-and-opportunities/building-responsible-global-value-chains-for-the-sustainable-production-and-trade-of-tropical-fruits/en/
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Organizing this event online avoided the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions that would normally be associated with travel 
for a face-to-face event. A preliminary estimate using the ICAO Carbon Emissions Calculator1 indicates that this event saved 
over 30,000 kg of CO2 emissions. 

Summary 

• Welcome and introduction

Participants were welcomed to the fifth peer learning webinar organized by FAO’s Responsible Fruits Project. The event’s 
agenda is presented in Annex 1. 

The focus of this webinar, namely agrochemicals and maximum residue levels (MRLs), was identified by participants in the 
project’s baseline survey as among the biggest sustainability challenges common to both the avocado and pineapple 
sectors. It was also identified as a priority issue in the project’s quick poll conducted during the first peer learning webinar 
(June 2021). 

The use of agrochemicals to control pests and diseases is common in the tropical fruits sector. Tropical fruits are susceptible 
to infestations, and most are grown in regions with favorable conditions for pests. However, overuse and improper use of 
agrochemicals can have negative environmental impacts and be hazardous for farmers, workers, local communities and 
consumers. Pesticides can also represent a high share of production costs and are linked to the fruits’ carbon footprint. 

Avocado and pineapple companies and organizations are making efforts to reduce their reliance on chemical pesticides, 
adopt more sustainable crop production practices and ensure compliance with regulations on MRLs — the maximum 
amount of pesticide residue allowed to remain on food products that are sold. This webinar was an opportunity for peer 
learning, sharing of good practices in the industry, and discussions on how the Responsible Fruit Project can support its 
participants to strengthen their sustainable pest and disease management practices and comply with MRLs. 

• FAO’s work on reduction of pesticide use and MRLs – YongZhen Yang, Secretary of FAO/WHO Joint Meeting on Pesticide
Residue and Joint Meeting on Pesticide Specification, FAO

The speaker provided an overview on opportunities to reduce agrochemical use and for compliance with MRLs in the 
production of avocado and pineapple. It was noted that FAO hosts the Secretariat of the Codex Alimentarius Commission, 
which works with member countries to define harmonized and internationally acceptable MRLs. 

The speaker identified the use of agrochemicals as one of the key sustainability challenges in the production of avocados 
and pineapple. This breaks down into two areas. The misuse of plant protection products (in particular pesticides) and the 
over-use of these products. Misuse or the unauthorized use of pesticides commonly occurs because pesticide companies 
do not have interest in registration for minor crops (from the perspective of being a small pesticide market) including 
avocados and pineapple. This leads to producers having insufficient authorized pesticides for optimal use. The other 
problem is over-use, which comes from exceeding label recommendations. It is often due to the incorrect belief that “more 
is better”. 

Another challenge in the sustainable production of avocados and pineapple is pesticide residues and MRLs. MRLs are food 
safety standards that are set at international, regional, and national levels. The Codex MRL, for example, is an international 
standard typically applied in international trade. Currently MRLs for minor crops are limited at all levels (for example, there 

1 See https://www.icao.int/environmental-protection/Carbonoffset/Pages/default.aspx 

https://www.fao.org/markets-and-trade/areas-of-work/emerging-trends-challenges-and-opportunities/building-responsible-global-value-chains-for-the-sustainable-production-and-trade-of-tropical-fruits/en/
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are over 5,000 Codex MRLs, but only 19 are for avocado and 15 for pineapple). Where MRLs do exist, there are often 
discrepancies in countries’ requirements. These discrepancies can lead to technical barriers to trade. 

To address these challenges, the speaker stated that the general approach for producers is the use of integrated pest 
management (IPM) and applying Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs). Details are provided in the speaker’s slides and 
examples of ongoing practices were presented by the following speakers. 

Reference was made to two WTO Standards and Trade Development Facility projects as examples of ongoing efforts to 
reduce pesticide use and mitigate MRLs. This includes the Enhancing trade through regulatory harmonization and 
biopesticide-based residue mitigation in the SADC Region and the Pesticide Residue Mitigation Through the Promotion of 
Biopesticides in Asia projects. The speaker noted that both projects include tropical fruits and offer opportunities for 
residue mitigation through the strategic incorporation of non-residue producing biopesticides, IPM and GAP. 

In conclusion, the speaker summarized that using an ecosystems approach and applying IPM would enable producers to 
successfully reduce the use of chemical pesticides and other agrochemicals, allowing them to meet MRLs and access 
markets. This approach is “necessary and possible” – evidenced by a final example, the Save and Grow project on rice 
production in Asia where farmers have successfully and sustainably reduced pesticide use and increased production. 

The speaker’s slides can be found in the Annex. 

• The work of the National Chamber of Pineapple Producers and Exporters (CANAPEP) to promote sustainable use of
agrochemicals – Roberto Cordero, Environmental Law Specialist, CANAPEP

To establish some context, CANAPEP represents 95% of all pineapple producers in Costa Rica. Most of the producers export 
their products to the US, Canada and Europe, requiring them to follow good environmental practices as well as compliance 
with MRLs. At the same time, Costa Rica is preparing to join the OECD, which has a direct impact on agrochemicals use in 
the country. For example, the speaker mentioned that it is currently not possible to register new chemicals in Costa Rica, 
while the producers work towards compliance with more rigorous standards. This has created a challenging environment 
in the country. 

In order to meet export requirements, producers follow international standards including Rainforest Alliance, Global GAP, 
ISO14001 (environmental management), SA8000 (social and labor) and others. As good practices, precision agriculture, the 
use of drones, improved water management and other innovations have been introduced. 

The national government maintains phytosanitary standards for the different stages of production in line with international 
standards. The Ministry of Environment is currently setting the limit for residues in different production processes. 
Currently there are some challenges with the organizational capacity around the regulation of agrochemicals, as different 
aspects may be governed by different bodies (e.g. Ministry of Health, Ministry of Agriculture, etc.), which can lead to delays 
in the application of new legislation. 

In this setting, the speaker noted that CANAPEP has integrated compliance with environmental legal requirements and 
international guidelines as well as the sustainable use of agrochemicals, water consumption, conservation of the protection 
zones of water bodies, respect for forest areas, and good practices in labor and occupational health issues. This includes an 
integrated pest management program that uses innovative organic practices. The speaker shared how the work of 
CANAPEP has raised awareness of good agricultural practices in the country with respect to agrochemicals and MRLs. The 
organization is directly involved in the monitoring of pineapple pesticide residues in samples taken from farms or 
packinghouses, and the speaker was pleased to report that in 2021 all samples were 100% in compliance with the MRLs of 
their destination markets. Along with these successes, the speaker acknowledged the challenge of engaging the 5% of 

https://www.standardsfacility.org/PG-694
https://www.standardsfacility.org/PG-694
https://www.standardsfacility.org/PG-634
https://www.standardsfacility.org/PG-634
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producers who are not part of the Association and for the most part do not comply with GAP. The speaker also noted the 
importance of external audits to companies in Costa Rica, which reinforce the need for better controls. It was also reported 
that pineapple is high on the Environmental Working Group’s “Clean 15 list” of 2021. 

The speaker’s slides can be found in the Annex. 

• The work of the Association of Avocado Exporting Producers and Packers of Mexico (APEAM) to promote sustainable
use of agrochemicals – Juan Rafael Elvira, Environmental Consultant, APEAM

To provide context, the speaker presented information on the agro-ecological characteristics and production of avocados 
in Michoacán province. It was noted that the avocado industry has created 480,000 direct and indirect jobs there, an 
important social impact.  

The speaker mentioned that APEAM is working to promote sustainable production practices and the reduction of 
agrochemical use among its members, as the organization’s primary concern is to protect human health. This ranges from 
replacing herbicides with mechanical weed control, to providing sanitary facilities for works and training on correct 
applications. The organization monitors blood samples from laborers to monitor the success of its agrochemical safety 
initiatives. The organization also works with government officials to monitor contamination in water sources. The speaker 
noted that no production-related contamination has been reported in these studies. 

At the same time, APEAM is investigating various biological control options, and currently 10-15% of its members’ 
production is certified organic.  The organization is promoting beekeeping for avocado production, as bees produce honey 
and serve as an indicator of ecosystem health. The speaker reported evidence of bees resulting in increased productivity 
(by up to 30%). 

The organization maintains a free online database of agrochemicals to inform avocado growers what chemicals should be 
used in what quantities at what time. This is part of its work to support good practices among producers. 

It was noted that producers may only deliver to packhouses, where most workers are female, if they have stopped 
agrochemical use at least 60 days before. 

The speaker mentioned that for APEAM, there is a growing interest in all stages of the supply chain from farm to consumer’s 
table: harvest, packing and transportation/export to other countries, always taking into consideration the importance of 
promoting sustainable and responsible conduct in agriculture.  

In conclusion it was noted that avocados are number one on the Environmental Working Group’s “Clean 15 list” of 2021. 

The speaker’s slides can be found in the Annex. 

https://www.ewg.org/foodnews/clean-fifteen.php
https://plaguicidas.apeamac.com/
https://www.ewg.org/foodnews/clean-fifteen.php
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• The approach of the pineapple company Nicoverde, Costa Rica, to achieve zero pesticide use – Jorge Sanchez, General
Manager, Nicoverde

The speaker from Nicoverde introduced the company’s actions with a short video, which narrated the programs they are 
currently undertaking to achieve zero chemical pesticide use.  

In his presentation, the speaker shared the projects and innovative practices the company began developing four years ago 
and continues to this day. In particular, the speaker discussed alternatives to agrochemicals and how the company works 
with pineapple farmers to achieve the goal of zero agrochemical use production. 

He highlighted that the company produces its own biopesticides, having various multiplication rooms, technologies, and 
processes to produce the organisms. This has had a dramatic impact on the company’s pesticide use. The speaker reported 
Nicoverde’s use of biological products has increased from 9% to 80%, and in turn chemical insecticide/herbicide use has 
been reduced to 20%. 

Biological agents are also being used in waste management, energy generation and soil conditioning with organic matter. 
Analysis of the impacts on soil nutrients was presented (see slides for data). The company also finds that these practices 
result in healthier plants with stronger growth and root systems. 

To support producers, the company has released a free mobile application that works in the field, providing information on 
alternatives to chemical pesticides and for the monitoring of pests. Work is ongoing to deliver biopesticides by drone. There 
is also a project producing mushrooms from pineapple waste products, thus enabling farmers to reach closer to a truly 
circular production cycle. The speaker concluded the examples of project and innovative activities noting that the company 
will continue its efforts to reduce chemical products. 

The speaker’s slides can be found in the Annex. 

• Q&A and discussion

Following each presentation there was a session for questions and then open discussion. 

In discussion it was noted that the policy environment defining MRLs and penalties for not meeting MRLs of certain major 
export markets is quite severe. This results in a generally high level of compliance in the avocado industry, leading some 
participants to suggest that market mechanisms are in line with social (human health) and environmental concerns. 

There was a general agreement amongst the discussants that exporting producers and packers had greater incentive to 
innovate and improve in practices to reduce agrochemicals. It was noted that developments in precision agriculture were 
very valuable in this aspect. Some pineapple companies report being held by their customers to even stricter MRLs, being 
asked to comply with half or 1/3 of the permitted MRLs. These customer criteria can make companies even more careful 
and responsible. 

Nicoverde clarified that it started the transition to being chemical free four years ago, but that it took three years to reach 
the level of success achieved now. It was important for them to work with university research groups. 
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• Wrap-up and next steps

Two quick polls were conducted at the end of the webinar, with the results presented here: 

Topics for future peer learning webinars 

The FAO project team is seeking input on what topics should be addressed in upcoming peer learning events like this one. 
The next webinar should take place in April, with at least three more to be scheduled later in the year. 

1. Vote for two (2) topics for future sustainability webinars

▪ Climate change adaptation 12% 

▪ Climate change mitigation 15% 

▪ Cost of production 13% 

▪ Gender equality  2% 

▪ Occupational health and safety  7% 

▪ Post-harvest losses and waste 21% 

▪ Resilience strategies to prepare for shocks  7% 

▪ Water management and water footprinting 25% 

The poll results identify three categories of topics for participants in this webinar. High priority topics to address include 
post-harvest losses and waste, and water management and water footprinting. Medium priority topics include climate 
change adaptation; climate change mitigation (which would be a follow up to the project’s first webinar); and the cost of 
production. Finally, there are topics of interest to a smaller group of participants, including gender equality, occupational 
health and safety and resilience strategies. 

The project team will refer to these results and will seek further input from project participants in planning upcoming 
webinars. 

Expanding project participation 

Several companies and associations participating in the project have asked FAO about the possibility of including other 
stakeholders in future project activities. Currently the project actively engages with companies and industry associations 
along the avocado and pineapple value chains from the upstream end of production down as far as importing and 
distribution. Other stakeholders to consider might include retail companies, companies providing certification or other 
services to value chain actors, or governments. Conscious that a change in participants could change the current dynamic 
of the project interactions, the project team sought some preliminary input from the webinar’s participants. 

2. Would you be comfortable discussing with FAO the possibility of including other types of stakeholders in future
project activities?

▪ Not at this time 17% 

▪ Maybe/unsure  9% 

▪ Yes 74% 
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Comments from participants indicated that bringing in packers, key actors in the chain of sustainability, would be valuable. 
Another noted a desire to invite more people representing companies with successful cases or innovations to mitigate 
climate change, water footprint, carbon, and other sustainability matters, to support sharing of good practices. 

This poll indicates that more than a quarter of the participants in this webinar are uncertain about the benefits or believe 
it is not the right time to include other stakeholders. The project team respects this and encourages participants to discuss 
the benefits and/or concerns of including other stakeholders with FAO at any time. These conversations will be kept 
confidential. 

Looking ahead 

FAO noted that many activities are planned for 2022. The project is looking forward to continuing the peer learning webinar 
series. The team will be providing information on the project’s first Technical Guide focused on certification schemes and 
due diligence; and will be surveying participants on the demand for Guides on other topics. A guide on carbon and water 
footprinting is in planning. The project team will lead an analysis of the policy environment for the trade of tropical fruits. 
The project also foresees the creation of working groups to advise on specific issues. The team will reach out with more 
information on these opportunities in the future. 

As always, the project team welcomes suggestions or questions on the project’s activities at any time. Please contact us at: 
Responsible-Fruits@fao.org 

mailto:Responsible-Fruits@fao.org
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Annex 1 

Working languages 

English and Spanish with simultaneous interpretation. 

Agenda  

Section title Speaker/Facilitator 

Housekeeping, welcome and introduction Valentina Perez-Mardones, Outreach Specialist, FAO 

FAO’s work on reduction of pesticide use and 
MRLs 

YongZhen Yang, Secretary of FAO/WHO Joint 
Meeting Pesticide Residue and Joint Meeting on 
Pesticide Specification, FAO 

Q&A Marlo Rankin, Senior Researcher, FAO 

The work of the National Chamber of Pineapple 
Producers and Exporters (CANAPEP) to promote 
sustainable use of agrochemicals 

Roberto Cordero, Environmental Law Specialist, 
CANAPEP 

The work of the Association of Avocado Exporting 
Producers and Packers of Mexico (APEAM) to 
promote sustainable use of agrochemicals 

Juan Rafael Elvira, Environmental Consultant, 
APEAM 

The approach of the pineapple company 
Nicoverde, Costa Rica, to achieve zero pesticide 
use 

Jorge Sanchez, General Manager, Nicoverde 

Q&A and further discussion Valentina Perez-Mardones 

Quick polls and upcoming activities Michael Riggs, Technical Advisor, FAO 

Closing comments Michael Riggs 

For more information about the project or the webinar series, please contact: Responsible-Fruits@fao.org

mailto:Responsible-Fruits@fao.org



