
     
 

George Eustice MP  
Minister of State for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food  
DEFRA 
Nobel House, 
17 Smith Square, 
Westminster  
London,   
SW1P 3JR 

  

15th August 2019  
 
Dear Minister,   
 
We are writing to you to express our concerns over the current re-approval procedure of the organophosphate insecticides 

chlorpyrifos-ethyl and chlorpyrifos-methyl and ask you to support a non-renewal for both substances. At the time of writing, 

the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)’s peer-review of the risk assessment report is overdue. This not only means that 

there is a serious risk that the deadline set for the renewal of both insecticides (31st January 2020) will be missed, but also 

that these hazardous substances, which are known neurodevelopmental toxicants and endocrine disrupting chemicals 

(EDCs) could be tolerated on the European market for yet another year. 

Breast Cancer UK is dedicated to the prevention of breast cancer, by tackling the environmental and behavioural risk factors 

associated with the disease, including exposures to carcinogenic and endocrine disrupting chemicals which include 

chlorpyrifos-ethyl (herein referred to as chlorpyrifos) and chlorpyrifos-methyl1. 

There is a strong body of independent scientific evidence that links exposure to chlorpyrifos at low, environmentally relevant 

concentrations, to neurodevelopmental disorders among children2. Although chlorpyrifos-methyl is less well documented, 

it has a similar mechanism of action and is likely to have similar toxicity. Chlorpyrifos and chlorpyrifos-methyl are classified 

as an acetyl cholinesterase inhibitors and neurotoxicants3. Beyond neurotoxicity, chlorpyrifos may also be associated with 

cancers, metabolic disturbances and male infertility. Both forms of chlorpyrifos are EDCs which affect a number of hormones 

including thyroid. Chlorpyrifos has been shown to disrupt oestrogen4. 

We at Breast Cancer UK are especially concerned that exposure to chlorpyrifos may increase breast cancer risk. Chlorpyrifos 

can act as a potential disruptor of oestrogen in vivo5 and in vitro6, altering levels of circulating and bioavailable sex hormones, 

including oestrogen. Elevated levels of oestrogen are known to increase breast cancer risk; similarly, chemicals which mimic 

or interfere with oestrogen and oestrogen pathways may also enhance risk7. Chlorpyrifos alters mammary gland 
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development and promotes mammary tumour development in rodents8 and epidemiological studies9 suggest 

environmental exposure to chlorpyrifos may increase breast cancer risk in women. Furthermore, in vitro studies show 

chlorpyrifos induces breast cell proliferation and oxidative stress, and genotoxicity10, which may also contribute to increased 

cancer risk.  

Chlorpyrifos is highly toxic to mammals and is classified as a reproductive toxicant. Chlorpyrifos and chlorpyrifos-methyl are 

skin irritants and sensitisers. They are highly toxic to fish, aquatic inverterbrates and honey bees and moderately toxic to 

birds, aquatic plants, algae and earthworms. 

Independent re-evaluation of the data11 has shown severe flaws in the last approval processes of chlorpyrifos and 

chlorpyrifos-methyl.  

According to EU official monitoring data, chlorpyrifos is common in fruits sold on the EU market, including the UK, 

irrespective of the status of national authorisations12 13. Banning both chlorpyrifos and chlorpyrifos-methyl provides a 

Europe-wide opportunity for health and would prevent potential regrettable substitution of the former by the latter.  

Support exists for such a ban. Over 212,700 people have already signed a petition launched by SumOfUs, the Health and 

Environment Alliance (to which Breast Cancer UK belongs), Générations Futures, Ecologistas en Acción, and the European 

and German branches of the Pesticide Action Network14.  

The European Commission has publicly indicated that it is considering drafting a non-renewal proposal for chlorpyrifos, and 

possibly for chlorpyrifos-methyl. Earlier this month the European Food Safety Agency (EFSA) acknowledged in a public 

statement that chlorpyrifos is harmful to human health and does not meet the criteria for renewal on the European 

market15. We urge you to back the ban of both substances and oppose any extension of the current approval. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Kit Bowerin  

Public Affairs Officer 
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