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Green light to glyphosate, pesticides and NGTs: Backpedaling on the 

Green Deal? 

By Marta Morvillo, Alessandra Arcuri,  and Daniela Garcia-Caro  

While pesticides are argued to be paramount to food security, their pollution poses serious 

threats to biodiversity, human health, and medium to long-term food security. The alarm 

bells regarding these risks have been around since the sixties, most notably in Rachel 

Carson’s Silent Spring. Yet, over the last decades, pesticide production has steadily 

contributed to exceeding the planetary boundaries for chemical pollution and increasing 

toxicity for fish, plants and insects. Data on pesticide exposure is concerning: according to 

a 2019 study, more than 80% of EU soil contains pesticide residues. Pesticides, whose 

exposure has been linked to various types of cancers as well as neurological, cardiovascular, 

reproductive, and respiratory diseases and impairments, have also been increasingly 

detected within human bodies and found to be more highly concentrated in children.  

This begs the question: how does the European Union (EU) legal order, which rests on the 

precautionary principle and is committed to high-level health and environmental 

protections, respond to the challenges of pesticide pollution? According to many, including 

the European Commission (the Commission), the Court of Auditors, and the European 

Parliament (EP), EU rules on pesticides are ‘too weak’. The European Green Deal (EGD) 

partly addressed this weakness with a proposed Regulation on the Sustainable Use of 

Pesticides (SUR), the first piece of legislation setting targets to lower pesticides in the EU 

by 50% by 2030. As we write, at least three developments are putting the EGD’s ambitions 

and, arguably, the sustainability of EU food systems, at risk. All three pivot around pesticide 

governance.  

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41561-021-00712-5
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fenvs.2019.00177/full
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/how-pesticides-impact-human-health/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s43016-023-00834-6
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2022-01-18-safe-planetary-boundary-for-pollutants-including-plastics-exceeded-say-researchers.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33795455/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969718343420
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi-mPKKyumDAxVs9wIHHa1tB34QFnoECBEQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.hbm4eu.eu%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2022%2F07%2FPesticides_Substance-report.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3ElQutz1JzF12DTKn88lZm&opi=89978449
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/how-pesticides-impact-human-health/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36773580/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_22_3694
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/publications?did=53001
http://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0023_EN.pdf
http://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0023_EN.pdf
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Brussels’ triple U-turn on sustainable food systems  

First, on 22 November 2023, the EP voted down the SUR. Proposed in 2022, it mandated a 

sustained reduction in pesticides use and was saluted as a key development for EU 

pesticide law and policy. The reduction in pesticide use had long been advocated, including 

by two European Citizens Initiatives (ECI – here and here). The proposal was met with 

scepticism by the agri-business sector, lamenting, among other things, that reducing 

pesticides threatens food security. The argument has been debunked by over 6000 

scientists, stating that ‘reducing risks from agrochemicals’ is ‘essential for maintaining long-

term agricultural production and enhancing food security’. While the SUR had been 

criticized for not being ambitious enough, it would have represented an important step 

towards sustainability. The weaknesses of the SUR were exacerbated by 300+ proposed 

amendments, many arguably influenced by agri-business lobbying (here, here and here). 

The result was a watered-down proposal, which was ultimately voted down by the EP.   

Second, on 28 November 2023, the Commission reauthorized glyphosate for an additional 

10 years. Glyphosate is the rock star of pesticides; the most widely used compound for 

herbicides worldwide. It was classified as ‘probably carcinogenic to humans’ by the 

International Agency for the Research on Cancer (IARC) in 2015 and is considered a 

possible ‘cause of Parkinson’s disease’. Its previous authorisation, fraught by scientific 

controversies and public contestation, including an ECI demanding its prohibition, expired 

in December 2023. Despite mushrooming scientific literature pointing to its environmental 

and public health risks, the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) ‘did not identify any 

critical areas of concern’, notwithstanding numerous ‘data gaps’. Similarly, the European 

Chemicals Agency (ECHA) did not classify glyphosate as carcinogenic, despite 

acknowledging its toxicity to aquatic environments.  

Against this background, the Commission proposed a 10- (out of a maximum of 15-)year 

reauthorisation, on which Member States failed to reach the required majority (either in 

favour or against) in the standing committee on Plants, Animals, Food and Feed (COPAFF) 

and in the appeal committee. The Commission then adopted its initial proposal stating 

that it was "legally obliged to adopt this decision”. According to the Comitology regulation, 

however, in these cases the Commission is obliged to adopt an act, but enjoys discretion 

as to its content (i.e. it is not bound to its initial proposal). Faced with Member States’ 

insufficient support for the proposed 10-year renewal, the remaining scientific uncertainty, 

and widespread public opposition, the Commission could as well have renewed the 

authorisation for a shorter period, or not renewed it at all.  

https://food.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-06/pesticides_sud_eval_2022_reg_2022-305_en.pdf
https://citizens-initiative.europa.eu/initiatives/details/2019/000016_en
https://citizens-initiative.europa.eu/initiatives/details/2017/000002_en
https://zenodo.org/records/8128624
https://zenodo.org/records/8128624
https://www.umweltbundesamt.de/en/topics/misleading-calculation-eu-plans-for-pesticide
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2023-0339_EN.html?redirect
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2023-0339_EN.html?redirect
https://www.desmog.com/2023/10/18/mapped-the-deep-ties-between-big-ag-and-europes-right-wing-politicians/
https://corporateeurope.org/en/2022/03/loud-lobby-silent-spring
https://www.desmog.com/2023/10/04/revealed-meetings-blitz-between-big-ag-and-anti-green-lawmakers-in-europe/
https://www.iarc.who.int/featured-news/media-centre-iarc-news-glyphosate/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(23)00255-3/fulltext
https://citizens-initiative.europa.eu/initiatives/details/2017/000002/ban-glyphosate-and-protect-people-and-environment-toxic-pesticides_en
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35736929/
https://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/news/glyphosate-no-critical-areas-concern-data-gaps-identified
https://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/news/glyphosate-no-critical-areas-concern-data-gaps-identified
https://echa.europa.eu/-/glyphosate-no-change-proposed-to-hazard-classification
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:L_202302660
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32011R0182
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Lastly, a vote on New Genomic Techniques (NGTs) is tentatively scheduled at EP’s 

Environment Committee (ENVI) on 24 January 2024. NGT is an umbrella term for various 

gene-editing techniques (e.g. mutagenesis, cisgenesis, intragenesis). NGTs were 

introduced after the approval of the GMO Directive in 2001. Here, GMOs are defined as 

‘organisms in which the genetic material has been altered in a way that does not occur 

naturally by mating and/or natural recombination” (Article 2(2)). In its 2018 judgment in 

Confédération Paysanne the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) clarified that 

‘organisms obtained by means of techniques/methods of mutagenesis constitute GMOs’ 

within the meaning of Article 2(2) (para 38). The judgment’s implications have been the 

subject of a lively discussion (e.g. here and here) but, for the time being, NGTs are treated 

as GMOs under EU law.  

The proposed regulation revisits this classification, breaking NGTs down into two 

categories: some (NGT-2) remain subject to the current GMO regime, while others (NGT-

1, which include genetic alterations that could also occur naturally or result from 

conventional breeding) are essentially deregulated. NGT-1 plants would only have to 

undergo a verification procedure to be treated as ‘normal’ plants, exempted from any risk 

assessment, traceability, or labelling requirement. The innovation discourse forcefully 

deployed by the agri-business, which presents NGTs as supporting the sustainability and 

resilience of the EU food system, has been well received by the Commission. Yet, numerous 

scientists and NGOs warn that the ‘new generation GMOs’ present strong similarities to 

their predecessors, especially regarding risks of adverse impacts on the ecosystem.   

 What, then, do NGTs (and GMOs) have to do with pesticides? We can address this question 

by looking at Monsanto’s first glyphosate-based herbicide, Roundup. The discovery of 

glyphosate’s herbicidal properties allowed it to be commercially sold as Roundup. Due to 

its efficiency, glyphosate could only be used in areas where all vegetation was to be 

exterminated. In response to this limitation, ‘Roundup ready’ plants, the first genetically 

engineered, herbicide-tolerant crops were developed; under an agricultural model 

dependent on pesticides, whose etymological roots mean “killer”, making unkillable crops 

becomes a lucrative business. Unsurprisingly, the use of Roundup has increased 

significantly over time alongside GMO crops. The connection between genetically 

engineered plants and pesticides has been clear to EU policymakers as well. In May 2023, 

in the context of the NGT debate, a Commission official said: ‘If the European Parliament 

says they reject the sustainable use of pesticides regulation, what is really the need to have 

this proposal on NGTs?' 

 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:303dd4fa-07a8-4d20-86a8-0baaf0518d22.0004.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:62016CJ0528
https://edepot.wur.nl/531275
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-journal-of-risk-regulation/article/status-under-eu-law-of-organisms-developed-through-novel-genomic-techniques/4812A77647B94B3BB789D3532379C081
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17579961.2018.1455023
https://www.vzbv.de/sites/default/files/2022-11/vzbv-report_final_final.pdf
https://www.pan-europe.info/sites/pan-europe.info/files/public/resources/Letters/20230516-NGO-Letter-to-EVP-Timmermans-on-NGTs_No-signature.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5044953/
https://enveurope.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s12302-016-0070-0
https://enveurope.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s12302-016-0070-0
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/no-to-pesticide-cuts-no-gene-editing-proposal-commission-official-warns/
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Neither scientific nor democratic 

Taking this context in, how science-based and democratic is this deregulatory turn on NGT 

(GMOs) and the related pesticide policy developments? Evidence abounds as to pesticides 

toxicity to health and the environment (here and here). Failing to adopt reduction targets 

can then be understood as anti-scientific. It could be counter-argued that a parliamentary 

vote is what democracy is about, and democracy and science may follow different 

rationales. But democracy goes beyond mere voting. The EP vote against the SUR, rather 

than a manifestation of democracy, bears witness to the power of the agri-business and 

dangerously resonates with how climate action has been obstructed for years by the fossil 

fuel lobby. Over the past 4 years, during which the SUR was being drafted, agri-business 

spent ca. 50 million euros on lobbying. On top of that, and much like the fossil fuel and 

the tobacco industry, agri-business proactively supports broader epistemic cultures that 

are dependent on its success (here and here), for example by forging cozy relations with 

advocacy groups like the controversial Alliance for Science and ILSI group, whose work 

eventually lends epistemic legitimacy to their extractive business model.  

Besides the EP vote, several Member States expressed concerns about both glyphosate 

and NGTs. European citizens have been vocal in advocating a sustained reduction in 

pesticide use, with two ECIs, strong public contestation and multiple petitions to the EP 

and letters to the Commission signed by over 300 NGOs. In a system committed to 

participatory democracy in general (Article 11 TEU), and to environmental democracy in 

particular, these voices shouldn’t have been ignored.  

Citizen’s skepticism should be read in light of the entwinement between risk and the 

political economy of technology. NGTs developed in a lab by independent scientists may 

pose different risks that those developed and commercialized on a large scale by big 

multinationals, whose main aim is to maximize profits. People are not afraid of technology 

as such, but of the context within which it is developed. As a 2023 report by the Rathenau 

Institute points out, ‘[a]ccording to [Dutch] citizens, NGTs should not be developed purely 

for commercial motives driven by the logic of the market’ (p. 6). Interestingly, one of the 

scientists who develops NGTs, Professor Michel Haring shares similar concerns: ‘Chemical 

companies that want to sell new weed control products can use Crispr technology to 

market new, patented varieties that can withstand a certain type of agricultural poison, and 

thus stimulate the use of these toxic chemicals in agriculture’ (our own translation). It 

should be a no-brainer that with a legislative framework oblivious to the total quantity of 

pesticides used, the economic model under which pesticides enter the market (and the 

planet) determines the risk we are collectively exposed to.  

   

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412012001754
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1439179109001388
https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-reports/pollinators
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/deliberative-systems/rational-deliberation-among-experts-and-citizens/D794999AE40F006FE9D734D10BDD9864
https://corporateeurope.org/en/2023/11/sabotaging-eu-pesticide-reduction-law-sur
https://www.merchantsofdoubt.org/
https://www.merchantsofdoubt.org/
https://www.desmog.com/2023/03/22/pesticide-giant-criticised-for-greenwashing-partnership-with-french-influencer/
https://www.desmog.com/pesticides-climate-biodiversity-farming/
https://usrtk.org/pesticides/cornell-alliance-for-science/
https://allianceforscience.org/about/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/jun/03/science-institute-that-advised-eu-and-un-actually-industry-lobby-group
https://www.pan-europe.info/sites/pan-europe.info/files/public/resources/Letters/20230516-NGO-Letter-to-EVP-Timmermans-on-NGTs_No-signature.pdf
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/law-and-governance/aarhus_en
https://www.rathenau.nl/en/making-perfect-lives/editing-under-provision
https://www.rathenau.nl/en/making-perfect-lives/editing-under-provision
https://www.ekoland.nl/artikel/904438-michel-haring-blijf-transparant-over-gentechnologie-in-voedsel/
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Legal and constitutional concerns  

Besides signalling a U-turn on the EGD and the ‘Farm to fork’ strategy, the developments 

discussed above raise serious doubts as to the EU’s compliance with its constitutional 

commitment to ensuring a high level of health (Article 168 TFEU) and environmental 

protection (Article 191(2) TFEU). Far from being confined to the Public Health and the 

Environment titles of the TFEU, these commitments are reflected in a multiplicity of Treaty 

provisions. Among these, Article 114(3) TFEU mandates the Commission to pursue a high 

level of protection when proposing internal market legislation. This is reflected also in the 

sectoral legislation governing GMOs and pesticides. The CJEU itself has on multiple 

occasions stated that the protection of human health and of the environment should ‘take 

precedence over economic interests’ (see e.g. Artegodan para 186).  

It is however the precautionary principle (Article 191(2) TFEU) to be most forcefully called 

into question in this context. Over 20 years from the Commission communication, the 

precautionary principle is recognised as a general principle of EU law, requiring EU 

institutions to take protective measures in cases of uncertainty as to risks for health and 

the environment. Whereas its reach and effectiveness have been much debated, the 

principle is a powerful mechanism to cope with scientific uncertainty in the public interest. 

In the case of glyphosate, the Commission could have relied on the precautionary principle 

to deny or limit more meaningfully the pesticide’s reauthorisation. To the contrary, a 

minimisation of the remaining data gaps and uncertainties over the substance’s safety, as 

recently pointed out by a group of scientists, characterised both EFSA’s and ECHA’s risk 

assessment and the Commission’s risk management.   

 We argue that this minimisation is, at least partly, a consequence of the legal framework 

governing pesticides. By not requiring the risk assessor to consider pesticides’ cocktail 

effects, for example, it follows a politics of separation whereby active substances are 

assessed in isolation, discounting both the great bulk of epidemiological studies that look 

at formulations and the synergistic effects with other substances on the environment. The 

dangers of this approach are evident in the case of glyphosate. Glyphosate is typically used 

in synergy with other pesticides or insecticides, yet the effects of these synergies, in 

addition to the total amount of applied glyphosate as a potential stressor for the 

environment, remain invisible to EU regulators. The developments discussed above are 

therefore also the result of a sectoral legislation that ignores such synergies and fails to 

account for total pesticide use. Both are at a dissonance with EU primary law provisions 

and cast doubts as to whether the EU is living up to its own constitutional standards, 

requiring it to pursue a high level of protection and to take precautionary action.   

  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:303dd4fa-07a8-4d20-86a8-0baaf0518d22.0004.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:309:0001:0050:en:PDF
https://curia.europa.eu/juris/showPdf.jsf?text=&docid=47533&pageIndex=0&doclang=en&mode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=3774586
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2000:0001:FIN:en:PDF
https://curia.europa.eu/juris/showPdf.jsf?text=&docid=47533&pageIndex=0&doclang=en&mode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=3774586
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501763.2013.834549?casa_token=64VBUPrCNlEAAAAA%3A9iERDc3Te0E67AXSwOqZ7bi6PiEHF3Xd_gLoYppAg77EAyHsEnEB82jpURNWJQyOllOCvhE5jmDF0g
http://www.pan-europe.info/sites/pan-europe.info/files/public/resources/Letters/Scientific%20letter%20-glyphosate%20-%20theNetherlands%20and%20Belgium%20-%20ENversion.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3047054
https://coast.noaa.gov/data/czm/pollutioncontrol/media/Technical/D21%20-%20Relyea.%202008.%20A%20cocktail%20of%20contaminants%20how%20mixtures%20of%20pesticides.pdf%22%20HYPERLINK%20%22chrome-extension:/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/coast.noaa.gov/data/czm/pollutioncontrol/media/Technical/D21%20-%20Relyea.%202008.%20A%20cocktail%20of%20contaminants%20how%20mixtures%20of%20pesticides.pdf
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Concluding thoughts   

Food security is one of the narratives promoted by the industry and amplified by some 

(often dependent) experts to defend a pesticide-intensive agriculture. First, this narrative is 

dubiously oblivious to the harms inflicted on soils by heavy use of pesticides and fertilizers, 

which puts food security at risk in the medium and long term. Second, pesticides are not 

only used against pests, but also to ensure a certain appearance (particularly of fruits) 

dictated by big retailers. Food security has nothing to do with the aesthetic of fruit, 

vegetables and flowers. Yet, once an active substance is approved, there are no rules 

limiting what could be seen as frivolous use. Maybe the Snow White fable with its perfect, 

poisonous apple, was just prescient of our unsustainable food system.  

In this blogpost, we focused on the scientific, democratic, and legal concerns raised by 

recent EU-level developments. We have not addressed the distributional implications of 

food system transformation. This would require an analysis of its own. Yet, it suffices here 

to mention that the multiple crises affecting the current agriculture system have been 

linked to the problem of concentrations at multiple levels (at field and country level). Food 

system transformation requires embracing ‘a logic of diversity’. With the EU under pressure 

on many fronts, it would be myopic to ignore the risks coming from pesticides and the 

unregulated development of technologies that can increase their use. Rather than 

backtracking on the EGD, the EU should double its efforts in supporting farmers 

(particularly small-scale) to thrive in the sustainability transition. Regrettably, the SUR and 

glyphosate have been going in the opposite direction. The upcoming EP vote on the NGTs 

is a (last) chance that should not be missed.  

  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03066150.2022.2129013?src=recsys

