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Prime Minister,
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6th November 2008.

Dear

EU pesticide approval plans – urgent need for proper impact assessment 

On behalf of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science and Technology in Agriculture, I am writing to seek your views on the need for a full, EU-wide impact assessment of current proposals for new EU pesticide approval rules before they enter into force.  

At a meeting of the All-Party Group last week, it was clear from the strong turn-out of more than 50 Parliamentarians and stakeholders that the potential consequences of this proposed legislation are causing genuine and serious concern to many sectors of our food and farming industries. 

Central to the proposals, developed by DG Sanco but not, we were informed, in full consultation with other relevant DGs, is a fundamental switch from current risk-based assessments to the use of hazard-based ‘cut-off’ criteria which would automatically remove a significant number of products currently approved and with a track record of safe use. 

Based on an analysis by the UK’s Pesticides Safety Directorate of the European Commission’s proposals and the European Parliament’s subsequent amendments at first reading, we learned that between 15% and 85% of pesticide products currently approved as safe could be withdrawn from the market. 

We heard from Sean Rickard – an economist at Cranfield University – of the devastating effects these restrictions would have in depressing crop yields, raising farm-gate prices and, ultimately, inflating retail food prices. In particular, Mr Rickard highlighted the disproportionate impact of higher staple food prices on lower income households, and the damaging effect on current initiatives to boost healthy eating of a predicted doubling in fresh produce prices. 

We also heard of the threat of job losses in the UK sugar and horticulture sectors, concerns over increasing UK reliance on food imports and damaging impacts on our domestic food processing and manufacturing industries.  
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During discussion, it was clear that representatives of anti-pesticide campaigns were supportive of the rationale behind the EU approach, and there is an appreciation that the policy objective may be public health. However, given our Group’s focus, we were surprised at the lack of scientific evidence to support the approach that DG Sanco is pursuing with no supporting evidence of the potential benefits this might bring to human health or the environment. 

Overall, there was a general sense of unease at the lack of transparency and accountability behind these proposals, and concern that science-based assessment had not been central to their development. 

At a time of heightened concern over global food security, and an acknowledged need to boost farm productivity, it does appear somewhat reckless to usher in these new measures without a clear justification or understanding of their impact.

The meeting recognised the important role of the UK Government to date in raising concerns over these proposals at EU level. With the legislation already nearing second reading vote stage in the European Parliament, however, further urgent action is needed to ensure that proper, science-based assessment is brought into the process. 

I would therefore seek your views on the prospects of the UK Government seeking a safeguard clause in the text of the final regulation, requiring the establishment of an expert group to conduct a full EU-wide impact assessment – covering potential effects on human health and the environment as well as consequences for crop yields, food prices and economic activity – before the new rules enter into force. 

Such an approach would ensure that the legislation can continue its course but with some assurance that its potential impacts would be fully assessed before taking effect.           

I look forward to hearing from you. 

With best wishes,

David Kidney MP

Chair

All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science and Technology in Agriculture

