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Dossier: What exactly are ISO FIBC’s and what does the  

ISO 21898 standard mean? 

 

ISO FIBC’s1 or ISO big bags are large bulk packaging’s (or Containers) made out of flexible materials  that 

meet the requirements as described in the international standard ISO 21898.  

Why this standard? To be able to compare apples with apples and to hand out a tool to check if the 

packaging meets the requirements to guarantee the safety during transport! Surely every producer 

states that his product is the best in the world, but how can a user check this, let alone compare the 

differences between producers? 

Shippers and for example  harbor managers also can refer to this standard to define a certain minimum 

requirements for the packaging in order to ensure the safety during the handling, loading and unloading 

of the packaged goods. 

The ISO 21898 standard: 

This standard is the benchmark used in the world of NON-dangerous goods, where the FIBC’s are used 

for the transport of bulk goods such as for example special sand types, ores, grains, etc... 

This standard describes the criteria to which FIBC’s must stratify in order to guarantee a certain level of 

performance. Furthermore the performances are divided into different classes and types that can 

guarantee different levels of safety during the use. 

In this standard different FIBC types are differentiated based on their lifting devices: 4 loops, single 

loops, tunnel loops or even stevedore loops (combination of 4 loops/2 loops). On the other hand, also a 

distinction is made on the basis of the various filling and discharging systems. In addition, a number of 

requirements to the materials used in the construction of FIBC’s are set. 

Furthermore the FIBCs are divided into three different classes, completely dependent on the use and 

the desired performance level. In technical terminology these are the so called safety factors.  

 

So we can distinguish following different types: 

 Bags for just one use: single-use FIBC’s   

 Bags for multiple use: Standard duty reusable FIBC’s 

 Bags for use in demanding conditions: heavy duty reusable FIBC’s 

This distinction only applies to the performance of the complete bag or easier said the strength of the 

bag. 

                                                           
1
 FIBC = flexible intermediate bulk container 



 
 
Before an FIBC can be labelled as an “ISO certified FIBC” it should meet the prescribed tests mentioned 

in the ISO 21898, where the testing should also be performed by an ISO 17025 accredited testing 

laboratory, such as the Belgian Packaging Institute (IBE-BVI).  

The tests consist of a stacking test and a cyclic top lift test. 

If all test results are positive than the FIBC obtains a unique ISO 21898 certificate in which the type and 

class of the FIBC is clearly stated.  Each FIBC that possesses such an official certificate must be foreseen 

of the corresponding label that refers to its unique certificate number. Please note that these 

certificates have a validity of up to 3 years! After the end of those 3 years the FIBC must be retested!  

The Belgian Packaging Institute (IBE-BVI) has all necessary test equipment that is needed to test FIBC’s 

according to ISO 21898 and is accredited to perform these tests. We can help you with the testing and 

certification of new FIBC design types as well for ISO 21898 as for obtaining a UN–mark (FIBC’s for 

dangerous goods).  

Because our world is constantly in evolution and people are gaining more and more knowledge it is 

important that the standards imposed on products are regularly reviewed in order to take into account 

these evolutions in techniques/materials. This is also the case now for the ISO 21989 standard, that will 

be open for review very shortly. 

In the past the Belgian Packaging Institute (IBE-BVI) already contributed a lot to the development and 

review of this standard. This time the Belgian Packaging Institute (IBE-BVI) will be candidate for the 

presidency of this new workgroup soon to be formed. This is a clear commitment of the Belgian 

Packaging Institute (IBE-BVI) to review this standard in function of the contemporary needs and 

production facilities. 

So what does this mean exactly? 

Will all criteria of tests become much more severe or will the standard itself become very complex?  

Not at all! Our goal is to strive towards the most meaningful test methods and descriptions in order to 

approach as close as possible to real life use and to make sure that all over the globe tests can be carried 

out using the same methods so that the results may be similar and comparable at all times giving the 

same results and easy to compare. The ultimate aim is to maintain the safety at all times but still making 

it possible to easily implement new techniques/materials (for example the use of recycled materials as 

sustainability becomes more and more important in today’s life). 

As an example of a necessary adjustment, here an explanation of a recent study carried out by the 

Belgian Packaging Institute (IBE-BVI). 

One of our clients raised the question if there was any useful information available about the behavior 

of FIBCs made out of woven polypropylene in very cold circumstances, more precise if there are any 

safety risks during manipulation in extreme cold environments. And of course there we have data 

available about the behavior of woven PP materials in function of temperature, but this information 

relate only to loose parties of material but never on complete FIBC’s!! At the Belgian Packaging institute 

(IBE-BVI) we have built up a lot of experience during the years, enough to understand that it not always 

right to translate data gathered on isolated materials to the behavior of a complete packaging. So IBE-

BVI decided together with its client to start up a small study project to check the effects of temperature 

on the performance of complete FIBCs. 



 
 
Multiple FIBC’s were subjected to a top lift test on the standard test equipment after conditioning of 

48h at different temperatures. The results were quite surprising! We find out that cold temperatures 

had almost no effect on the overall performance of the FIBCs made out of woven PP!  

After these findings we decided to repeat our study but this time with high positive temperatures and 

here we did find some important differences in the behavior of the FIBC’! The overall performance 

decreased by +/-17% in a range between 20 and 55°C! 

 

 

 

The first results of this study were presented by IBE-BVI at the 10Th FIBC World conference in 

Amsterdam (May 2 & 3, 2017) and were considered as very useful. 

Why is this study so important?   

First of all it is a signal that this decrease in performance must be taken into consideration when FIBC’s 

made of woven PP are used in very hot countries. Secondly, taking in consideration the fact that higher 

temperatures affect the results, it would be useful to do further research in order to verify if a 

conversion factor can be determined (with the central European climate as a reference) so that safety 

can be  guaranteed in all parts of the world.  

This influence of temperature on the performance of the FIBC is something that, at this moment, is not 

mentioned in the test schedules of the current version of the ISO 21898 standard, but in our opinion is 

something that definitely must be integrated in the next version, because it is shown that there is an 

important influence on the overall performance. This will help to reduce unsafe situations and accidents 

would be further reduced.  



 
 
Therefore we would like to appeal to all stakeholders to participate in the working group that will be 

restarted very soon! We will keep everybody who has an interest in this topic informed of the further 

evolution of the ISO working group. 

How to participate? 

IBE-BVI – members with an official office in Belgium can contact Marleen Calcoen (MC@ibebvi.be). 

Companies based in other countries can contact their national standardization body.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Info and test requests: visit our website  

 

Contact: Dimitri De Valk 
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