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Executive Summary
Breast Cancer UK welcomes DEFRA’s publication of the draft ‘National Action Plan for the
Sustainable use of Pesticides’ and the opportunity to respond to its policy proposals. We
welcome the plans for commitments to “Establish a clear set of targets for reducing the risks
associated with pesticide use by 2022” and introduce a new human bio-monitoring scheme.
For many years, we have been concerned about the impact of exposure to environmental
pollutants and harmful chemicals on the nation’s health and there is strong scientific
evidence linking public exposures to pesticides with increased cancer risk. In our view, a
healthier environment as well as healthier lifestyles, are essential to reduce breast cancer
incidence rates and protect the nation’s health. The new National Action Plan represents a
unique opportunity to introduce more stringent public health protections.
Key Recommendations
•
•
•
•
•
•

Introduce specific pesticide reduction targets and expedited phase-puts of
substances that pose a high risk to human health and the environment alongside
an effective human health monitoring and reporting system.
Give the Department of Health and public health bodies direct responsibilities to
monitor and recommend restrictions on substances of concern.
Upgrade EDC criteria within the UK Plant Protection Regulations: to identify EDCs
that ‘may’ cause adverse effects to human health and ensure they are not
permitted for use as a pesticide or in pesticide formulations.
Ensure pesticide authorisations and restrictions are based on a strict interpretation
of the precautionary principle.
Mirror and keep pace with the EU list of approved active substances and Maximum
Residue Levels to ensure no future reduction in pesticide standards.
Introduce financial incentives to encourage research into and use of non-toxic
alternatives (such as biocontrol agents) to synthetic pesticides

About Breast Cancer UK
Breast Cancer UK is dedicated to the prevention of breast cancer by reducing public
exposure to carcinogenic, hazardous and endocrine disrupting chemicals which are routinely
found in our environment and everyday products. Breast Cancer is the most common
cancer globally1. In the UK – around 55,000 woman and 390 men are diagnosed every year
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and countless more are affected by the disease2. Breast cancer incidence rates have
increased 5% in the past 10 years and are predicted to rise yet further3.
There is growing scientific evidence that routine exposure to harmful chemicals, known as
Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals (EDCs), found in many pesticide formulations, which mimic,
inhibit or interfere with natural hormones, can lead to cellular changes that may increase
the risk of developing breast cancer and other health conditions. Breast Cancer UK believes
improved environmental and public health policies are urgently needed to encourage a
preventative approach to diseases such as breast cancer.
Question 1: In the context of maintaining high levels of protection for human health and
the environment, what can we do to make the regulatory system for pesticides simpler
and more efficient?
Pesticide exposure has been linked to a number of cancers including breast4, prostate5, nonHodgkin's lymphoma6, bladder7 and colorectal cancer 8. Pesticides may play a role in the
development of breast cancer in different ways. They may be carcinogenic, for example
polychorinated biphenyls (legacy herbicides) are recognised by The International Agency for
Research on Cancer (IARC) as carcinogens of the breast9. IARC has classified five pesticides
in current use as either ‘probably’ or possibly’ carcinogenic to humans. These include
malathion, diazinon, glyphosate, tetrachlorovinphos and parathion 10.
Numerous pesticides have been identified as being EDCs11, that alter the normal functioning
of the hormone system. The NGO charity PAN Europe identified more 27 different
endocrine disrupting pesticides present in foods consumed in Europe. Environmental
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exposures to pesticides such as DDT12 and dieldrin13, have been found to promote breast
cancer, and are now banned in the EU 14. Pesticides such as Glyphosate15, Malathion and
Chlorpyrifos16 remain substances of concern given their links to increased breast cancer risk.
This highlights the urgent need for stricter regulation of pesticides.
We welcome the central objective of the National Action Plan (NAP) to reduce “the risks and
impacts of pesticides on human health and the environment” and its commitment to
establish targets for reducing the risks associated with pesticide use by 202217. This will
support the government’s commitment to leave the environment in a “better state than
they inherited it” as part of the 25-Year Environment Plan18. In response to public concern
over the public health impacts of pesticides, countries such as France and Denmark
committed to reduce pesticide use by 50% and 40% respectively1920. It’s vital the National
Action Plan reflects these ambitious approaches to reduce pesticide use and introduce
specific targets to phase-out substances of concern that pose a high risk to human health.
Breast Cancer UK has long been concerned that exposure to oestrogenic EDCs in pesticides
is increasing our vulnerability to breast cancer. 21, requires such a high burden of proof that
a very small proportion of EDCs contained within pesticides are identified. We call for the
criteria for identifying EDCs to be updated from “known” to “may” cause an adverse effect,
and for three categories of EDCs (known, suspected, potential) to be introduced specifying
that a substance can only be approved if exposure (not risk) is negligible. Pesticides that are
known or suspected EDCs should face immediate regulatory consequences or be banned
from professional use.
Despite scientific evidence linking exposure to pesticides to increased breast cancer risk and
other public health conditions, the UK government has not recognised pesticides and
exposure to harmful chemicals as part of the public health agenda. This result is a gap in
cancer prevention policy one which significantly weakens our battle to prevent disease.
Policy making is fragmented between DEFRA, Health & Safety Executive (HSE) and the
Environment Agency with no body with overall responsibility for overseeing the public
health effects of pesticides. We call for the NAP to give the Department of Health direct
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responsibilities for monitoring the impact of pesticides with the new National Institute for
Health Protection22 having the ability propose restrictions on public health grounds.
As the UK takes direct responsibility for regulating pesticides, it’s vital a hazard-based
approach is maintained. This means that if an active substance is judged to be intrinsically
dangerous e.g., cause cancer/persistent pollution then its use should be banned with no
need for further assessment. There is growing pressure from industry and trading partners
for the UK to adopt a risk-based approach where risks are assessed, quantified and
managed so that carcinogenic substances or EDCs can be permitted if the risk is deemed
sufficiently low. This would have severe consequences for UK pesticide protections and
undermine government commitments to enhance environmental standards post-Brexit.
Question 6: What other suggestions do you have for improvements to the regulatory
system for pesticides?
Central to protecting public health from the harmful impacts of pesticides is the
precautionary principle 23. In terms of pesticide regulation, the principle ensures that
policymakers avoid allowing pesticides onto the market, despite scientific uncertainty over
risks to public health. Given the toxicity of pesticides and the potential harm they can cause,
pesticides must be proven to do no harm before they are placed on the market. The NAP
must ensure authorisations are based on a strict interpretation of the precautionary
principle and do not grant re-approval for products posing a direct risk to human health.
Following the UK’s Government’s decision not to align with the EU Pesticides regulations, it
has lost access to the resources and expertise of the European Chemicals Agency (ECHA),
and European Food Safety Authority (EFSA). Under the EU-UK Trade and Co-Operation
Agreement chemicals annex24, both parties can share non-confidential information,
however as no formal data sharing agreement was reached UK regulators have lost access
to crucial toxicological information. We call for the UK to negotiate a close partnership with
ECHA and EFSA and for the NAP to commit to keep pace with EU standards to ensure
pesticides banned in the EU are not allowed onto the UK market.
Post-Brexit, there remain serious concerns over the UK’s capacity to manage its own process
for authorising active substances, monitor and update Maximum Residue Levels (MRLs).
This leaves the UK with a governance and expertise gap negatively impacting the ability of
the new UK system to protect citizens from the harmful effects of pesticides. The NAP must
contain provisions to deliver the necessary funding and resources to the HSE, to ensure it is
able to effectively regulate pesticides and does not jeopardise the UK’s ability to protect
citizens and the environment from pesticides.
Question 21. What else should we do to ensure that pesticides are used safely and
responsibly?
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As well as being exposed to mixtures of pesticide residues in food, pesticides may enter our
bodies through the skin, by drinking contaminated water or by inhalation. Different
pesticides have different properties and toxicological effects including endocrine,
dermatological, gastrointestinal, neurological, reproductive or respiratory effects.
Vulnerable groups25 include:
•
•

•

•

Farmers and Farmworkers – due to their proximity to different types of pesticides
used in mainstream agriculture. Numerous studies have shown higher incidence of
pesticide related ill health among this group including a variety of cancers26.
Rural Residents – can be subjected to repeated long-term exposure to a cocktail of
pesticides as a result from spray drift from nearby fields. Pesticide mixtures have
been associated with the creation of cancer cells and endocrine disruption 27.
Urban Residents – People that live in towns and cities are regularly exposed to
pesticides sprayed by Councils and land managers. Pesticides used include
developmental and reproductive toxins, neurotoxins and possible carcinogens28.
Children and Pregnant woman – Breastfeeding and expectant mothers are
particularly vulnerable to the impacts of certain pesticides which can affect the
health of unborn babies and interfere with early breast development29.

The current NAP states the Government will “consider the potential for development of a
human biomonitoring programme”. This is welcome; however, the commitment is too loose
and if we are to gain a thorough understanding of the impacts of pesticides, we need an
effective monitoring system that tracks the long-term health impacts of pesticide exposure
and captures acute poisoning incidents. We also need a clear understanding of which
pesticides will be chosen for biomonitoring and on what basis. Breast Cancer UK supports
the introduction of a robust biomonitoring programme to support vulnerable groups and
monitor the public health implications of pesticide exposure.
Question 24 – What are the priorities for research on the health impacts of pesticides?
It is important that the Department of Health is working on pesticides, not just Defra. A
research group should be set up covering both environment and health interests to ensure
all aspects are covered, and a list of all health conditions related to pesticides be drawn up so
research can be prioritised. It will be important to regularly revisit this as new evidence
emerges. As with the environmental risks, cocktail effects and chronic exposure should be
investigated – not just acute and direct.
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Question 27. Considering the NAP as a whole what other comments and suggestions
would you like to make in addition to those covered by previous questions?
The regulation of pesticides is impacted by a wide array of policy areas including
international trade. With the UK seeking to take advantage of post-Brexit opportunities to
negotiate new trade agreements with third countries, it is vital the UK upholds pesticide
standards as a core component of its independent trade policy. Non-EU Countries such as
the USA, Australia and India have significantly weaker pesticide standards and the UK is
likely to come under intense pressure to lower standards by removing non-tariff barriers to
allow imports of produce containing residues of banned or unapproved pesticides 30.
Other threats include weakening laws on the use of suspected carcinogens, toxicity testing
of adjuvants used in pesticide formulations, undermining the precautionary principle,
reducing requirements for authorising active substances and slowing or stopping efforts to
regulate EDCs31. The Government must deliver an explicit commitment through the NAP not
to undermine pesticide standards and ensure mechanisms for scrutiny are in place to
ensure MPs have a meaningful role in the approval of future free trade agreements32.
For more information, please contact Kit Bowerin, Public Affairs Officer, Breast Cancer UK
at: kit.bowerin@breastcancer.org.uk or 077715 39934
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