
Biodiversity and Pesticides Group: National Action Plan consultation response 

This consultation response is co-authored by a group of environmental NGOs working together to 

ensure that plant protection products have minimal impacts on biodiversity in the UK.  This 

document, therefore, addresses measures required for the adequate protection of biodiversity and 

the environment only.    However, many of the measures set out here would also contribute to the 

aim of reducing risks to human health.  This response sets out those areas of strong mutual concern 

to these organisations.  Some organisation will also submit their own response as different 

organisations do have different areas of focus and expertise. 

 

The NGOs that support this document are:  

• Buglife – The Invertebrate Conservation Trust 

• Bumblebee Conservation Trust 

• Butterfly Conservation 

• ClientEarth 

• CHEM Trust 

• Friends of the Earth 

• Pesticide Action Network UK 

• The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds   

 

Overarching comments 

The Sustainable Use Directive (SUD)
1
 requires the UK to adopt a National Action Plan (NAP).  The 

overall intention
2
 is that NAPs should be used to “facilitate the implementation” of the SUD.  Article 

4 of the SUD sets out in some detail the purpose and required scope of a NAP.  The draft UK National 

Action Plan (NAP) is useful in that it summarises measures currently in place to facilitate sustainable 

pesticide use.  Many of these measures have had some success in meeting their specific aims and 

providing some environmental protection.  However, the SUD is designed to move beyond the status 

quo.  It establishes a framework to achieve a sustainable use of pesticides and specifies two key 

features underpinning the operation of that framework: one of these is the reduction of the risks 

AND impacts of pesticide use on human health and the environment; the other is promoting the use 

of integrated pest management AND of alternative approaches or techniques, such as non-chemical 

approaches to pesticides
3
.  It is our view that the draft NAP as it currently stands is wholly 

inadequate to achieve the sustainable use of pesticides in the UK.  This is backed up by current 

evidence, which shows that current pesticide use is not sustainable and that current measures are 

insufficient to move the industry in a truly sustainable direction.   For example, the Pesticides Forum 

reports that pesticides remain a significant pollutant of waterways, and that populations of birds 

known to be indirectly affected by pesticides continue to decline
4
.  The draft NAP also fails to clearly 

articulate how the UK intends to use the mechanisms and procedures required by the SUD in order 

to meet its stated objectives. Existing measures need to be built upon and improved, and, where 
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necessary, replaced by new approaches, via effective and ambitious action, which is both targeted 

and measured, that will lead to more sustainable pest control systems with less pesticide reliance in 

UK.     

 

Quantitative objectives, targets, measures and timetables 

 

The setting of quantitative objectives, targets, measures and timetables is a requirement of the NAP 

in the SUD
5
; however, currently these components are not included in the draft UK NAP.  These 

components are essential to facilitate effective delivery as well as understanding of benefits and 

impacts of different measures, to allow these measures to be improved upon in the future.  Without 

them, the plan will be ineffective and very weak and not compliant with the SUD.  Furthermore, the 

draft NAP heavily relies on voluntary initiatives.  Clear targets are crucial to the success of such 

initiatives, so that all parties know what they are working towards and so that success can be 

evaluated.  Voluntary initiatives require close monitoring along with consequences of  non-

compliance, to reduce the risk of free-riding and failure to reach environmental targets.  Experience 

and research
6
 shows such initiatives are only really successful when they are backed up by the 

possibility of regulation.  Neither the Campaign for the Farmed Environment nor the Voluntary 

Initiative on pesticides would have got off the ground in the absence of the real possibility of stricter 

alternatives (regulation on set-aside and a tax on pesticide use respectively).   
Addition to NAP:  quantitative objectives, targets, measures and timetables added to all sections 

of the draft NAP.    

 

Active substances of particular concern 

The SUD 
7
 requires Member States to act in relation to active substances of particular concern.  A 

NAP is to include indicators for monitoring use, especially if alternatives are available, and to set 

reduction targets and timetables. The SUD also requires identification
8
  of trends in use of certain 

active substances and identification of priority items which require particular attention.  The SUD 

specifically notes the position of active substances which, whilst currently approved, will not meet 

relevant criteria when renewal is sought.
9
  However, this area has not been addressed by the draft 

UK NAP.  The NAP should establish a system for monitoring and instigating research on plant 

protection products containing active substances of particular concern, establishing timetables and 

targets for the reduction of their use and a shift to alternatives; and so take a precautionary 

approach to potential impacts.  This is key to NGOs, the public and other stakeholders having 

confidence in the UK government’s ability to respond where increasing scientific evidence of 

environmental impact accrues.  For example, in the case of neonicotinoid pesticides, despite a 

growing body of robust science indicating cause for concern, the government does not have a clear 

plan to mitigate the impacts of these pesticides and promote the use of suitable alternatives.  As a 

result, many see the government as dragging their feet on the issue and risking damage to our 

fragile environment.   
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Addition to NAP: set up a system based on collating existing evidence, or the gathering of new 

evidence where necessary, to  identify products containing active substances of particular 

concern, monitor their use, and establish timetables and targets for the reduction of their use and 

a shift to alternatives.   

 

Indicators 

Currently, the amount of pesticide applied in terms of weight of active substance is used as an 

indicator of pesticide use.  However, weight applied is not a meaningful indicator because it does not 

reflect the different characteristics (e.g. toxicity) of different active substances.  The Bichel 

Committee
10

 states that the treatment frequency index is considered the best indicator of the 

environmental burden. The treatment frequency index expresses the average number of times per 

year agricultural land can be treated with the quantity of pesticides sold, assuming that they are 

used in the prescribed normal dosages.   

Addition to NAP: tonnes of active substance should be replaced as an indicator by the ‘treatment 

frequency index’ to more accurately demonstrate environmental burden. 

As noted in the draft NAP, the Wildlife Incident Investigation Scheme (WIIS) gives information about 

acute poisoning incidents, usually resulting from irresponsible use of pesticides.  It is important to 

gather and act upon this information to enforce the correct use of pesticides.  However, more 

relevant to the overall impact of pesticides on wildlife are sub-lethal, chronic effects that may occur 

even when pesticides are being used according to good practice.  The Farmland Bird Index, reported 

by the Pesticides Forum as a headline indicator, is the best currently available dataset for this 

purpose.  However, the impact of pesticides on these birds is indirect (by removing food sources), 

and bird populations are also affected by many other factors.  There is a need for additional 

indicators that more directly reflect the impact of pesticides on wildlife, for example on pollinating 

insects or arable weeds.   

The recent evidence showing the vulnerability of pollinator species to pesticides, particularly 

systemic pesticides, would make them ideal to assess chronic and sub lethal impacts. The 

importance of pollinators to food security and the agricultural economy are further reasons for their 

inclusion.  Insects pollinate many high value food crops and it would cost UK farmers at least £1.8 

billion a year to replace pollination services provided by insects with hand pollination
11

.  There are a 

number of insect pollinator surveys that could be adapted e.g. the UK Butterfly Monitoring Scheme 

and the Bumblebee Walk.   

Addition to NAP: the development of an indicator of direct impacts on wildlife is needed.  A 

working group should be formed to look at how existing pollinator monitoring schemes and arable 

weeds could be used to provide a new indicator.    

The development of resistance in pest populations is an indication that pesticide use is not 

sustainable, since it means that future control of a particular pest will require higher application 
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rates or new active substances.  Integrated Pest Management (IPM), by using a range of pest control 

strategies and resorting to chemicals only when necessary, should minimise the emergence of 

resistance.  Therefore, an indicator or indicators that reflected the prevalence of resistance to 

certain chemicals in pest populations would provide useful information about the successful roll-out 

of IPM approaches.  These datasets are already available and being collected: the Resistance Action 

Groups
12

 actively monitor resistance in fungi, insects, rodents and weeds and maintain resistance 

matrices of known problems. These datasets could be used to generate a suitable indicator or 

indicators.   

Addition to NAP: the development of a resistance indicator to help assess the effectiveness of 

IPM. 

 

Integrated Pest Management (IPM) 

IPM is at the heart of the SUD.  It requires that Member States “take all necessary measures to 

promote low pesticide-input pest management, giving wherever possible priority to non-chemical 

methods”
 13

.  It has the potential to simultaneously improve pest control while helping farming to 

become more sustainable and resilient overall.  From the point of view of individual farmers, it may 

help them to reduce their costs and avoid or overcome problems of pesticide resistance.  

The SUD also provides
14

 that the NAP must also set up objectives, targets, measures and timetables 

to “encourage the development and introduction of integrated pest management and of alternative 

approaches or techniques in order to reduce dependency on the use of pesticides”.  The draft UK 

NAP is very weak in this area; it asserts that many users adopt practices which are in line with the 

principles of IPM.  However, IPM is a complete system for pest and disease management made up of 

a suite of different techniques.  Whilst it is acknowledged  that UK farmers do adopt some IPM 

techniques, it is also fair to say that, as a whole, effective IPM implementation is generally low.  

Pesticide use is on the rise on some crops and it is clear that IPM is not being used widely enough. 

For example, according to FERA data insecticide application rates rose 26% on oilseeds and 295% on 

strawberries between 2005 and 2010.    

 

Research in the UK by the Rural Economy and Land Use Programme
15

 and funded by DEFRA clearly 

shows that farmers will adopt some, but not the complete range of, techniques that would deliver 

really effective IPM.  As effective IPM cannot be delivered by uptake of one or two techniques in 

isolation.  There is a need for a clear definition of what constitutes IPM and recognition that it is a 

stepwise approach with a need for farmers to build on and add to the techniques that they adopt.  

Also, without a clear definition of IPM and a means of measuring to what extent IPM is being 

adopted, it will be difficult to assess compliance with the requirements of the SUD. Adoption of both 

of these things would enable progress and achievements to be clearly demonstrated at both 

national scale and on individual farms. 

 

Successful IPM example - Demark 
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The Danish experience offers a clear vision of what is required by farmers to develop their IPM 

approach and also shows the benefits of IPM in reducing use of and reliance on pesticides.  Pesticide 

use reduction was introduced in Denmark in 1986 by the first governmental Pesticide Action Plan as 

a response to a major increase in the use of pesticides and a serious decline in farmland wildlife in 

the beginning of the 1980’s. The wild plant diversity in farmland, for example, decreased by 60% 

from 1970 to 1990, and the number of partridges fell by 70% from 1970 to 1985. 

One of the key measures of the Danish plan was the development of advisory services for farmers. 

These advisory services offered farmers information on the correct use of pesticides, the feasibility 

of limiting use through changes in crop rotation, choice of seed varieties, mechanical and biological 

control, assessment of needs and improved spraying techniques.  Importance was placed on 

financial as well as environmental considerations so it was clear where the benefits of reductions on 

pesticide use were being felt.  

A weekly newsletter was sent out to 20,000 farmers discussing issues such as pesticide products, 

preventive measures against insects, damage thresholds and the use of reduced doses.  Information 

was also provided to farmers on field trips.  The Danish Agricultural Advisory Service estimated in 

1997 that the average dose of fungicides applied by their members was about 35% of the pesticide 

label recommended dose, in contrast to 90% in 1987 – a very clear reduction in use and fully in line 

with the goals of the SUD. 

The IPM plan currently under development represents an opportunity to meet many of the 

Directive’s requirements for IPM.  To achieve this, the plan should offer farmers a clear benchmark 

for their current performance, along with recommendations to improve and links to the resources 

available to help with this.  A requirement to achieve a certain standard of IPM could be 

incorporated into existing assurance schemes as an incentive for farmers to complete the plan and 

implement improvements in their pest management strategies.  Organic farming makes minimal use 

of pesticides and has clear benefits for biodiversity.  Techniques used in organic farming, for 

example, measures to develop fertile soils and encourage natural enemies of pest species, should be 

incorporated into the IPM toolkit used by conventional farmers.  

Addition to NAP: 

• Provide a clear definition of IPM that builds on the principles set out in Annex 3 of the SUD 

• Develop crop and sector-specific IPM protocols 

• Provide extension and outreach services to assist farmers in implementing IPM, this could 

be done through the existing Voluntary Initiative (VI) 

• Integrate IPM options into agri-environment schemes e.g.: beneficial insect package 

• Based on the above incorporate mandatory training in IPM for all sectors into  assurance 

schemes 

 

 

 

 



Water Protection  

As previously highlighted, pesticides are a significant water pollutant; for example, causing a risk of 

non-compliance in 15% of all surface water DrWPAs in England and Wales and 1.4% in Scotland
16

.  A 

wide range of voluntary measures are currently being implemented to safeguard waters from 

pesticide pollution.  Many initiatives, such as Catchment Sensitive Farming, focus only on areas 

which have existing problems and may neglect areas which are vulnerable, e.g. where a key species 

or habitat of conservation importance is present.  Also, there seems to be limited integration of 

different initiatives.  We, therefore, propose ‘voluntary safeguard zones’ as a method of bringing 

together measures in our most vulnerable water areas and ensuring  better integration of measures 

specific to the water issue.  This method could be applied to lakes, ditches, wetlands, ponds etc as 

well as rivers. 

 

Voluntary safeguard zones would protect pesticide vulnerable waterbodies, particularly catchments 

designated under the Water Framework Directive (“WFD”) or the EU Birds and Habitats Directives. 

This measure should be backed by a proposal for regulation should a voluntary approach prove 

unsuccessful.  Each safeguard zone would have a series of requirements dependent on the specific 

vulnerability of that catchment, the species and habitats present and the specific problem in that 

catchment (e.g. a particular pesticide causing WFD non-compliance).  These safeguard zones could 

be incorporated into River Basin Management Plans as part of the WFD, as well as other plans, such 

as regional biodiversity plans or locally-determined Nature Improvement Areas. They could include a 

range of measures such as Catchment Sensitive Farming and agri-environment as well as situation 

specific measures.  Voluntary safeguard zones should be well supported by advice, training and 

assessments through integration with existing schemes and initiatives. 

 

Species example – The Depressed River Mussel (Pseudanodonta complanata) 

 

The Depressed river mussel is on the UK Biodiversity Action Plan list and has declined rapidly in the 

UK.  It has a global threatened status of Vulnerable (IUCN), meaning it is at risk of extinction globally.  

High levels of Metaldehyde were found in Hurleston Water Treatment Works.  Water is taken from a 

canal where the Depressed river mussel is found.  There were worries that if no action was taken, 

this would result in a loss of the population completely.  The Environment Agency responded by 

producing an information sheet explaining to local farmers about the mussel and reminding them of 

best practice when using Metaldehyde.  This is one example of an area that would be suitable for a 

‘Voluntary Safeguard Zone’.  A series of measures using a range of initiatives could be used to 

protect this watercourse and its population of Depressed river mussel in the long term.   

 

Addition to NAP: Establishment of ‘voluntary safeguard zones’, which would combine a range of 

initiatives in our most vulnerable water areas  

 

 

Specific areas 

The SUD requires that Member States give special attention to the use of pesticides in specific areas, 

including protected areas as defined under the Birds and Habitats Directives (SPAs and SACs) and 

areas used by the general public.   This is not satisfactorily addressed in the NAP. 
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Areas designated for biodiversity 

The PPP (Sustainable Use) Regulations 2012 specify only that when pesticides are used in protected 

areas, the amount used and frequency of use must be as low as practically possible.  This does not 

offer any protection above and beyond what should be universally practiced under an IPM 

approach.  Protection also needs to go beyond the protected areas themselves: e.g. aquatic sites are 

affected by activities in the whole catchment.  We believe that voluntary safeguard zones (see water 

protection section for detail) should be implemented for SPAs and SACs and other biodiverse areas 

that may be vulnerable to impacts of pesticides, backed by a proposal for regulation should a 

voluntary approach prove unsuccessful.  

Addition to NAP: Establishment of ‘Voluntary safeguard zones’, which would combine a range of 

initiatives in our most vulnerable SPAs and SACs and other biodiverse areas 

An appropriate mechanism exists to monitor and control the impacts of pesticides on SPAs and SACs 

in the UK in the form of the SSSI system (ASSI in Northern Ireland).  Information available on the 

condition of English SSSIs
17

 indicates that pest control practices may be a contributory factor in the 

adverse condition of some sites: water pollution from agriculture/ run off is cited as a factor for 281 

sites, inappropriate weed control for 163, inappropriate pest control for 14, and pesticide/herbicide 

use is specified in 2 cases.  The condition of SSSIs is monitored and assessed according to the 

individual management requirements and features of each site, so to more accurately assess the 

impacts of pest control on SSSIs would require examining the individual records for each site.   

If the SSSI system is to be relied upon to meet the SUD requirements additional action needs to be 

taken.  

Addition to NAP: 

1. Ensure all SPAs/SACs are underpinned by a SSSI. Where this is not the case, it will be 

essential that they are protected from inappropriate pesticide use via an alternative 

mechanism 

2. Ensure all SSSI notifications coincident with SPA/SAC sites are checked and where 

necessary amended through re-notification to ensure that all SPA/SAC features are 

also SSSI features  

3. Check all SSSI notifications coincident with SPA/SAC are checked to ensure that all 

potentially damaging activities are listed, and that for each, the relevant operations 

list covers all relevant operations which may result in damage to the features of the 

site, rather than just ‘changes’ to those operations.  

In situations where the conditions above are not met, and, therefore, where there is no existing 

formal mechanism via which the effects of pesticide use on an SPA/SAC can be assessed, the 

obligation on Government, devolved administrations and competent authorities to ensure that SPAs 

and SACs are not damaged remains.  For further discussion of this issue see the RSPB’s response to 

the consultation in 2010
18

.   
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An effective strategy for increasing and improving uptake of IPM (see IPM section above), would be 

the best means of delivering reduced risk to biodiversity on a landscape scale, ensuring protection 

beyond designated sites.  Therefore, we suggest that the Government could use its 12 new Nature 

Improvement Areas (NIAs) to trial improved IPM delivery methods for farmers (such as farmer 

groups/farmer extension schemes mentioned above), which would provide useful case studies for 

improving IPM schemes nationally to better protect biodiversity.  

Addition to NAP: NIAs used as pilot areas for increasing and improving the uptake of IPM to 

protect biodiversity. 

Public spaces 

It is surprising that the UK NAP contains no commitment to phase out or minimize use of pesticides 

in public spaces such as parks and school grounds. Although the 2012 Regulations (see above) 

include a requirement for use to be “as low as reasonably practicable” in these areas, the 

Government says that it will not further define this or issue guidance to pesticide users.  This 

response falls far short of the requirement in the SUD
19

 which requires Member States to “ensure 

that the use of pesticides is minimised or prohibited in certain specific areas” and further that 

specific alternative options 
20

 be considered in the first place. 

Urban areas have a role to play in delivering the Government’s aim of more and better places for 

nature.   Cities are increasingly thought to provide important habitat for a range of biodiversity, 

which improves the quality of areas for living and provides health benefits.  A plan to phase out the 

use of pesticides in parks and school grounds would not rule out exemptions being put in place to 

control particular incidents of pest or disease.  Cities such as Toronto and Paris have managed to 

eliminate or significantly reduce the use of amenity pesticides - the UK Government should draw on 

this experience and offer leadership and guidance on this issue to local authorities.  This could be 

delivered by changing the objectives of the existing Amenity Forum.     

In the previous consultation carried out by Defra on implementation of the SUD, it was very clear 

that the majority of responses from the public and NGOs were supportive of complete bans in such 

areas
21

. There is no reason to suspect that it will be any different this time around. Stopping the use 

of pesticides in such areas is much less complicated than doing so in the agricultural setting. We, 

therefore, urge the government to listen to the public on this issue.  

Addition to NAP: set out a plan to phase out pesticide use in parks and school grounds.   

 

Sales and Information & Awareness raising 

 

Members of the public want to know what the risks are to non-target organisms of using pesticides 

in gardens.  They are particularly worried about bees: for example Buglife receives frequent requests 
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for information about the effects of pesticides on bees and other insects, and what gardeners can do 

to protect them.  Pan UK also receives many calls each year from the public asking about products 

they intend to use on their lawns or in their gardens and patios etc.  Their main area of concern is 

whether the products they intend to use will harm birds, bees or other wildlife and whether non- or 

less toxic alternatives are available.  This information is not readily available to the public when 

purchasing chemicals: it is only if they search the internet they can eventually find information.  The 

Sales section of the draft NAP (section 10.2) requires “distributors selling products for non-

professional use to provide general information on risks, good practice and low-risk alternatives”.  

The non-regulatory arrangements described relate to shopkeeper training but this does not 

guarantee that the information will be passed on to the consumer.  Although, as stated in the draft 

NAP, some information is provided on the label, labels can easily be misread or ignored.  A reminder 

on risks and good practice would be very beneficial to ensure pesticides are used properly, along 

with information on low-risk alternatives.     

 

Therefore, we would recommend an industry-led leaflet, developed in collaboration with 

stakeholders, to raise awareness of risks to non-target organisms, encourage correct use and suggest 

low risk alternatives; and to guide consumers to other sources of information.  This would be a short 

leaflet offered to the consumer at the point of sale and would be a much more effective way of 

delivering this information.  This would also be an easy way of ensuring that the regulation is being 

applied, particularly in relation to low-risk alternatives.   This would also help deliver  the National 

Action Plan section 11 Information and Awareness Raising as the leaflet would guide people to the 

HSE’s pesticides information webpages; we would hope that the ‘alternatives’ section of the website 

would improve as it only provide links to the homepages of other organisations at the moment. 

   

Addition to NAP: An industry-led information leaflet at point of sale to raise awareness of risks to 

non-target organisms, encourage correct use and suggest low risk alternatives; and to guide 

consumers to other sources of information.   

 

 

 


