Briefing note on the use of Glyphosate

This briefing note has been produced to inform Members on the council use of Glyphosate for controlling native and non-native plants.

Context

Glyphosate is the active substance in many herbicides (weed killers) and is widely used
around the world. It is a non-selective, systemic herbicide and was first used in the UK in
1976.  

Glyphosate is used as it is effective in controlling most weed species including perennials
and grasses in many situations including amenity and the control of invasive plant species.

Glyphosate’s strength over other herbicides is its systemic nature; the active ingredient is translocated around the plant’s vascular system killing all parts of the plant preventing regrowth from untreated plant parts, particularly the roots.  

The University of Swansea has completed an extensive review of evidence and a field trial of the use of Glyphosate on the control of Japanese knotweed and has concluded that Glyphosate is the most effective method, and used the least active ingredient.

In 2017, the EU re-licenced the use of Glyphosate for five years (expiring on 15th December 2022).  In line with the rules laid down in the EU legislation, the process for renewal must begin 3 years before the current expiry date, i.e. December 2019. On the 15th April 2019, the EU appointed four member states to act as ‘rapporteurs’ for the next assessment on Glyphosate.  It is reasonable to consider that the EU may require the phased eradication of the use of Glyphosate at some point, with the possible exception in controlled use for invasive species.
This year there have been three successful lawsuits against Bayer (the parent company of Monsanto, manufacturer of Glyphosate).  The lawsuits were awarded on the basis that Monsanto did not inform users of the risk that Glyphosate could cause cancer.  Farmers who were high users of the herbicide in intensive agriculture systems successfully brought these cases
There has been no further restrictions on the use of Glyphosate within the EU following the court case in the USA.  

In addition to the risks to human health, there are broad concerns about the use of Glyphosate and its wider impact on the environment, in particular its impact on biodiversity, the presence of the chemical in food, particularly cereals, and the contamination of rivers and drinking water.

Assessment

Glyphosate is a controversial herbicide with clear potential health and environmental consequences.  Issues relating to Glyphosate use are predominant in sectors where overuse is also an issue, primarily in the Intensive and regular agricultural.   Notwithstanding overuse in the agricultural sector, over use in any sector is both an unnecessary financial cost and harmful.  This includes the amenity sector, and all measures should be considered to reduce or eradicate its use where appropriate.

Advice from Welsh Government

‘It is the policy of the Welsh Government to reduce to the lowest possible level the effect of pesticide use on people, wildlife, plants and environment while making sure pests, diseases and weeds are effectively controlled’


Monmouthshire County Council’s use of Glyphosate.

Monmouthshire County Council Departments use Glyphosate to control native and non-native plants both on their own land and on land owned by external parties under contract agreements to deliver grounds maintenance services
Monmouthshire County Council fulfil all regulatory requirements to manage the risks associated with the use of Glyphosate.  In addition to meeting the statutory and regulatory conditions, in line with good practice and Welsh Government Policy, council departments have substantially reduced the use of Glyphosate in Public open spaces in the last five years. Examples of changes that have taken place on MCC owned land:

· Cessation of spraying around the base of trees and other obstacles- leaving grass to grow naturally and then just cutting back on x1 occasion at the end of the year.
· We are now actively looking at other methods of “weed” control on our highway network and pedestrian walkways. In Chepstow and Abergavenny our newly formed Town Teams remove weeds by hand. At present MCC Highways subcontract herbicide application and at present two applications are applied.
· Use of precision application methods where available and weed control is necessary, e.g. eco plugs, stem injection for control of Japanese Knotweed and premixed droplet application directly on to targeted plants
· Use of alternative approaches to weed control, e.g to control moss on playground safety surfaces (less effective but safer).
· Trial cessation of Glyphosate as part of ground preparation for urban wildflower display sites
· Acceptance of native ‘weeds’ (wildflowers) across many areas though the pilot Nature Isn’t Neat Pilot Project.
· Regular review of alternative approaches, for example, application of heat through foams and direct flame.
Proposed additional opportunities for reduction:

· Continue to assess alternative options of “weed” control
· Extend the Nature Isn’t Neat Project to include the reduction/cessation of Glysophate , engage with stakeholders to discuss possible options and ways forward, eg what is a weed? Can some be left to grow? What are the risk factors in letting some plants to remain in situ?
MCC commercial operations encourage clients in the adoption of sustainable grounds maintenance practices but are not in control of the contract terms.  MCC commercial service have lost grounds maintenance contracts to private service competitors who do not support such practices including a large number of contracts for the maintenance of school grounds.
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