
 
11 May 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eric Liégeois  
European Commission  
DG Environment 
Office: BU 5 - 2/158 
Rue de la Loi, 200  
1049 Bruxelles 
 
Dear Sir, 
 
 
Consultation on pesticides – towards a Thematic Strategy on the 
Sustainable Use of Pesticides 
 
The UK water industry relies on water resources, which are protected 
from pollution, including pesticides. The UK water industry supplies high 
quality drinking water, and the Drinking Water Directive sets a standard 
for pesticides for water supplied to consumers and as such, the UK water 
industry takes a clear interest in the European debate on the Thematic 
Strategy on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides. 
 
 

1. Why does the UK water industry take an interest? 
 
Diffuse pollution from pesticides has an impact on raw water quality and 
has a cost, and energy and quality implications for the water industry. A 
large number of UK water resources contain levels of pesticides, which 
regularly exceed the limit of 0.1 ųg/l. In consequence pesticide removal 
and treatment is usually necessary at plants and entails substantial costs 
for the water industry.  
 
Furthermore, domestic use of pesticides has long been an area of concern 
for the water companies. Several of the pesticides used are routinely 
detected in drinking water sources at concentrations above the 0.1ug/l 
drinking water standard.  Although these pesticides have their uses in the 
commercial, municipal and agricultural sectors and the actual amount of 

Rue Colonel Bourg, 127 
1140 Brussels 
Telephone 00 322 706 40 92 
Fax 00 322 706 40 81 
E-mail gaetanes@water.org.uk  
Website www.water.org.uk 
 
Pamela Taylor 
Chief Executive 



 2 

pesticide used by domestic users is relatively small, the potential 
cumulative impact is thought to be large. Because of their lack of 
awareness, householders may well dispose of pesticide waste directly 
down drains and toilets; this will result in pesticide residues reaching 
watercourses either directly or indirectly (via sewage treatment works).  
Domestic users need to be made much more aware of the potential impact 
that their use of pesticides can have on the wider environment. 
 
The UK water industry acknowledges the importance of the Thematic 
Strategy. The UK water industry further advocate a more appropriate 
consideration of the impacts of the wider chemicals legislation that take 
into account the long-term protection of raw water resources and supplies 
as well as the sewerage systems and wastewater treatment processes. 
 
The UK water industry is keen to participate in further discussions with 
the European Commission and bring forward its experience in dealing 
with these issues. 
 

2. Key issues for developing a sustainable approach to the use of 
pesticides 

 
The UK water industry welcomes the options proposed in the 
consultation and would like to develop on some of the key elements: 
 
National Action Plans 
 
The UK water industry welcomes the initiative of establishing National 
Action Plans and recommends that all elements as listed in the 
consultation be included. In the UK, such an initiative would be 
particularly beneficial for reviewing the different activities and initiatives 
and the multitude of committees and working groups. Where appropriate, 
National Action Plans shall seek to rationalise all initiatives under a 
common framework in order to be more effective and address the root 
cause. Water UK further supports the involvement of all stakeholders as 
long as this involvement will ensure active dialogue between the 
interested parties and will not dilute arguments that would lead to delay in 
implementing initiatives or to total inaction. 
 
In complement to the elements proposed in the consultation, the UK 
water industry particularly supports the inclusion of incentives. For 
instance, it would be extremely useful to have the National Action Plans 
to be able to allocate financial resources to projects that are thought to 
provide environmental benefits.  For example, in the UK many fields 
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have artificial drainage, which were installed years ago. Historical land 
drainage practice provides a direct route for agricultural contaminants to 
reach watercourses, in addition to exacerbating flood and drought 
conditions.  The provision of financial incentives would allow farmers to 
use more sustainable land management practices, reducing discharges to 
surface water and bringing wider environmental benefits in terms of 
wetlands and water management.   
 
The overall content of the National Action Plans should rest with the 
Member States, in coordination with the regional authorities and any 
other authorities involved. The Member States should report to the 
European Commission so as to ensure that the content of the National 
Action Plans do reach the objectives of sustainable use, control, reduction 
and in some cases banning of pesticides.  
 
On this last point, some flexibility will have to be introduced in the 
National Action Plans, as restriction on the use and/or prohibition would 
have to be decided on a case-by-case basis. For instance, it might be 
recommended to prohibit the use of a particularly mobile pesticide near 
water or within identified “vulnerable” catchments.  However, this does 
not mean it would be necessary or desirable to prohibit the use of all 
pesticides in this area.  Blanket restrictions will create difficulties.  
Restrictions or bans might be lifted during emergency situations; 
however, ways would have to be devised to “work” with these 
restrictions. Also the definition of “emergency situation” would need 
careful thought. 
 
Taxation 
 
The idea of a Pesticides Tax has in recent years been a subject of 
discussion and investigation by the UK Government. The UK 
Government has favoured voluntary initiatives rather introducing taxation 
measures. 
 
Water UK has been one of the bodies that continue to favour economic 
incentives and voluntary initiatives to achieve the UK Government’s 
stated objectives of securing reductions in pesticide use; achieving 
substitution by either less harmful pesticides or by alternative techniques; 
or reducing the impact of pesticides in different media, including water.   
 
Indeed, Water UK considers that many pesticide users, in both 
agricultural and non-agricultural sectors, would abandon their current 
voluntary actions to protect the environment on the grounds that they 
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would not want to “pay” twice. Those that are participating in voluntary 
initiatives to reduce the impact of pesticides on water may already be 
incurring extra expenditure e.g. using a more expensive but less persistent 
herbicide.  The additional cost of a tax could result in them deciding to 
abandon the cost and effort involved in the voluntary actions.  Similarly, 
taxation may result in financial burdens on water companies, which 
would result in an increase in fly-tipping and illegal avoidance of disposal 
charges, thereby leading to adverse environmental impacts. 
 
The risks posed by pesticides are multi-dimensional and therefore using 
taxation of PPP to influence behaviour of users can be counter-
productive.  A good example is the replacement of organophosphorus 
pesticides in sheep-dip (harmful to both human health and aquatic life) 
with pyrethroids (safer for humans but more harmful to aquatic life).  
Choosing the least harmful products is therefore not always a 
straightforward process.  In order for a tax to direct people to safer 
options, very careful thought will need to go into deciding which 
pesticides are actually “safer”. 
 
 
The UK water industry welcomes the integrated approach proposed, and 
is particularly interested in the confirmation that the Thematic Strategy 
will assist in delivering the objectives of the Water Framework Directive, 
including reductions in the use of priority substances, which also includes 
pesticides and will lead to the development of specific measures to 
protect water resources. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
Gaetane Suzenet 
Policy Adviser 
 


