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"Assessing economic impacts of the specific measures to be part of the Thematic 
Strategy on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides" – a critique of the BiPro final report, 

October 2004 (REFERENCE: ENV.C.4/ETU/2003/0094R) 
 

 
Introduction 
 
This report is to be welcomed for its rational and objective approach to choosing between 
options. However, it starts from a number of false premisses, making a significant number 
of its proposals and conclusions invalid. This commentary focuses on the assumptions and 
context which underpin the report, and calls upon the Commission to review these 
thoroughly before proceeding with any recommendations. In essence, the consultants have 
been asked to address the wrong questions. 
 
Since this commentary deals with broad background issues rather than the detailed analysis 
and recommendations, reference will be made primarily to the extended summary of the full 
report. 
 
Background 
 
The summary is introduced by the statement "With the Decision adopting the 6th Environment 
Action Programme (6th EAP), the European Parliament and the Council recognised that the impact of 
pesticides on human health and the environment must be reduced."   
 
This is a subjective, value-laden statement, unsupported by evidence. This unjustified 
statement is based on two false implicit assumptions: 
 

1.   That reducing the use of pesticides would have health and safety benefits. 
2.   That all pesticides have the same health and environmental impacts. 

 
Such statements undermine the credibility of the entire report, indicating a lack of objectivity 
and distracting attention from a number of sensible and worthwhile proposals. 
 
The appropriate use of plant protection products (PPPs) allows farmers to produce optimal 
yields of high quality, marketable crops. Any form of agriculture inevitably has a major 
impact on the environment, compared with leaving the same land uncultivated. Low 
intensity cultivation (for example, organic agriculture) can lead to higher levels of 
biodiversity in particular fields, but this has to be seen in the context of the need for a 
greater area of cultivated land to grow the same amount of food. In addition, the greater part 
of farmland wildlife is actually found in field margins, which can be managed to maximise 
ecological niches whether or not the fields themselves are treated with conventional PPPs. 
Looking at the broad picture on a regional basis it is difficult, if not impossible, to make 
black and white judgements about the environmental impact of current pesticide use 
patterns. I would suggest that well-planned, controlled large-scale evaluations of the 
environmental effects of different crop rotations and management systems are an essential 
prerequisite for policy-making: there is actually remarkably little hard information about the 
overall environmental impact of farming. 
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On the question of impact on human health, there is no evidence that PPP residues on food 
or feed have any negative impact. The fact that certain substances are toxic at high doses 
does not mean that they have a negative impact on health at low levels. There is a body of 
evidence, in fact, which suggests that exposure to low levels of materials normally considered 
as toxic can be beneficial to health: a phenomenon known as hormesis1. On a more day-to-
day level, aspirin taken at low doses has many beneficial effects, but an overdose can kill; salt 
is essential to life, but relatively small excesses can also lead to death. 
 
This is not to say that use of PPPs is never associated with health problems: poorly trained 
or careless users can suffer harm if they ingest certain pesticides or splash them on their skin. 
However, this is a manageable risk, which varies considerably from chemical to chemical. A 
blanket reduction of PPP use is unlikely to have a significant impact on poor practice by 
operators, but could significantly impact farmers’ ability to manage their crops efficiently. 
This issue is best addressed via Measure IV for training and certification of users. 
 
Clearly, all sensible measures should be taken to ensure safe use of plant protection 
products, as with all chemicals. However, the crop protection industry takes its obligations 
seriously and works within a strict regulatory and enforcement framework. 
 
Motivation for implementation of the measures (pp 4-6 of extended summary) 
 
Many of the supposed benefits of the measures proposed are highly questionable and are 
backed up neither by supporting evidence nor real-life experience. In particular: 
 
•  Increased food quality due to lower contamination of feed and food products. There are clear statutory 

maximum residue limits for all approved plant protection products. These are set in a 
precautionary manner, with due attention to safety margins. Existing legislation ensures 
that pesticide residues give rise to no risks to consumers, and use of PPPs itself leads to 
higher quality food, by reducing insect damage, fungal diseases and other causes of 
spoilage. In practice, there are few detectable pesticide residues on the majority of food 
tested in the EU2. This supposed issue also has to be put into the context of our 
consumption of natural carcinogens in a whole range of common foods and drinks, such 
as coffee: the levels here are far higher than intakes of synthetic PPPs. This statement is 
therefore unjustified and misleading, and should be removed. 

•  higher quality of life due to decreased occurrence of diseases among the users and to a less extent (as 
correlation between pesticides exposure of the consumer via residues in the food basket and emergence of 
disease is currently difficult to establish) among the consumers. The fact that the correlation is 
"difficult to establish" reflects the fact that, despite considerable amounts of scientific 
work, no harm has been demonstrated to be caused by consumption of food carrying 
allowable residues. The implicit assumption that PPPs are bad for the health of 
consumers makes the objectivity of this whole study highly questionable. A proper 
scientific evaluation requires the formulation of a hypothesis (that PPP residues on food 
contribute to ill health) which is then tested by experiment. Lack of evidence to support 
the hypothesis does not mean that it is untrue in all circumstances: it is impossible to 

                                                 
1 See, for example, www.ems.org/endocrine_disruptors/ hormesis/calabrese_study.pdf 
2 For example, a recent summary of official testing in the UK: 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/news/2004/040923c.htm 
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demonstrate absolute safety for anything. However, as experiment after experiment fails 
to support the hypothesis, it becomes less and less credible. The basic assumption made 
in this report is that the hypothesis must be correct and that eventually evidence will be 
found to support it. This is an irrational and non-scientific approach which will not lead 
to effective policy-making. The statement regarding quality of life for consumers is 
therefore unjustified and should be removed. 
Users may indeed suffer harm occasionally if products are not used properly: this 
situation would not be improved by decreasing overall pesticide use. Quality of life for 
farm workers would certainly not be better if manual weeding once again became 
common. The statement about users should be corrected to reflect the fact that it is 
elimination of bad practice which would lead to health benefits, not a blanket reduction 
of PPP usage. Users would best be protected by appropriate action under Measure IV.  

•  decreased costs for curing professional diseases.  Any health problems for users of pesticides arise 
from poor usage or lack of training. Measures aimed at reducing overall use of PPPs 
would be ineffectual in correcting this. Only Measure IV (Training and Certification of 
Users) would be an appropriate response. However, the extent of need for this is not 
supported by references or figures which link specific health problems directly with 
occupational exposure to PPPs. 

•  lower losses of working power due to decreased inactive periods of sick leave. See previous comment. 
•  lower redemption costs for contaminated sites due to less accidents and lower general contamination levels. 

It is unclear that this is actually a significant issue. If so, it will be solved by better 
training and responsible use. PPP use could be reduced greatly without "contamination" 
levels being changed, because it is caused by poor use of some specific active ingredients. 
Contaminated sites are normally associated with long-term industrial activity, often many 
years ago. The materials of concern here are, for example, heavy metals and other 
substances which are non-biodegradable. PPPs, on the other hand, are degraded more or 
less rapidly by soil micro-organisms. The only long-term build-up of contamination in 
arable land seems to be in the form of heavy metals as a result of use of animal manure. 

•  cleaner environment and thus contribution to the sustainable conservation of natural resources. This is 
essentially a meaningless statement. The general environment contains any number of 
substances, both natural and synthetic, which we can choose to consider as 
contaminants. Farmland has a relatively low level of biodiversity, although it can provide 
ecological niches for specialised species of bird, for example. However, maximising these 
habitats has much more to do with overall land management than use of PPPs. This 
reinforces the point made earlier that well-planned long-term studies of the overall 
environmental impacts of various farming systems are needed to inform good policy-
making. 

•  decreased costs for decontamination of drinking water. Various farming practices can lead to 
water contamination but the situation will be improved only through responsible use of 
inputs. This contamination is normally in the form of nitrate and/or phosphate from 
natural and synthetic fertilisers. In practice, levels of PPPs in water have been set at very 
low levels, and their consumption comes overwhelmingly from food rather than water, 
even though residues on food are themselves exceedingly low3. It is unlikely that 
stepwise reductions of PPP use would lead to any significant lowering of water cleanup 

                                                 
3 eg, Ames et al; Ranking possible carcinogenic hazards; Science; 1987; vol 236; pp 271-80 
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costs: the cleanup process will either be run or not, whatever the level of material to be 
removed. 

•  enhanced biodiversity. Biodiversity will be enhanced only if more weeds are tolerated and 
sowing and cropping practices and field margin management are changed. The point is 
that biodiversity (which is seen as "a good thing") is influenced by a range of factors. In a 
cropped field, insect life would be encouraged by allowing more weeds to grow, but 
most farmland wildlife is actually found in field margins. In addition, reduction of yields 
due to competition from weeds means that more land must be cultivated, and 
biodiversity reduced over a wider area. The situation is far more complex than implied in 
this statement. 

•  enhanced recreational effects due to impacts on landscape (e.g. hedges, buffer stripes). This is not in 
itself related to PPP use. Farmers will increasingly be rewarded for land management 
through the revised CAP, so we can expect to see greater attention paid to management 
of field margins whether or not PPPs are used. 

 
The final paragraph on page 6 does include the statement "It has to be emphasized that there is no 
simple correlation in the sense 'use reduction of PPP = benefits for society' ". This is to be welcomed. 
However, this view does not come out clearly in the overall summary. Equally, the idealized 
figure 2 on page 5 implicitly makes the point that the benefits to society of PPP use are 
already large and that the proposed measures are aimed only at achieving some illusory 
optimum. It is also important to emphasise that this optimum is deemed by this report to 
exist when pesticide use is reduced rather than eliminated. However, while it is extremely 
unlikely that use of PPPs is precisely at an optimum level, there is no a priori reason to 
suppose that the current position is that their overall use is too high rather than too low. 
 
Individual options 
 
•  Aerial spraying. This is not a widespread practice and could be considered an inefficient 

way to protect crops. However, for forestry, for example, this may still be the best 
option. 

•  PPP free or reduced zones. The option proposed looks inflexible and unwieldy. The focus is 
on inputs rather than outcomes. It would be far preferable to start by considering what 
needs to be achieved and then look objectively at ways to put this into practice. 

•  Systematic data collection.  While good data is needed to ensure good decisions are taken, it 
is unclear to what extent the present system is inadequate. Again, thought must be given 
to the justification: what would the data be used for? It would be unhelpful if it was used 
just as a tool to reduce total use of PPPs without considering the need and consequences 
first. 

•  Training and certification of users. A good aim in principle: this should be a positive way of 
increasing responsible use. However, it is important that any scheme is proportionate 
and not used indiscriminately to force pesticide use down. If requirements are made 
unnecessarily stringent, this might encourage some users to avoid them, thus 
compounding any problem of inappropriate use. 

•  Technical check of spraying equipment. In principle, keeping spraying equipment in good 
condition is to be encouraged, but not via an expensive bureaucracy. The vast majority 
of farmers will already be doing this, since this optimises the efficient use of costly 
farming inputs. 
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•  Common framework for IPM. IPM is by its nature an approach rather than something 
prescriptive like organic agriculture, so a workable, useful (and enforceable) definition 
might be difficult to achieve. It is difficult to see how an EU-wide definition would 
influence PPP usage significantly unless it was used to set rigid targets directly tied to 
CAP payments or other financial incentives. Additionally, the need to reduce overall PPP 
use has not been justified (see earlier comments). 

•  Enhanced protection of water. This seems to be a minor issue. Most serious water 
contamination problems arise from discharges from sewage treatment works and 
industry. Water contamination from agriculture is largely due to fertiliser run-off, and 
depends largely on land type, rainfall and time and level of application. 

•  Quantitative use reduction.  No clear case has been made in this report for the need for 
quantitative use reduction. In this context, the recommendation that no action be taken 
in the short term is to be welcomed. However, thought needs to be given to the very 
basis of this apparent long-term aim, and any initiative refocused on desired outcomes, 
supported by objective evidence. 
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