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Government breaks promise to maintain ban on bee-
harming pesticide
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A pesticide believed to kill bees has been authorised for use in England despite an
EU-wide ban two years ago and an explicit government pledge to keep the
restrictions.

Following lobbying from the National Farmers’ Union (NFU) and British Sugar, a
product containing the neonicotinoid thiamethoxam was sanctioned for emergency
use on sugar beet seeds this year because of the threat posed by a virus.

Conservationists have described the decision as regressive and called for safeguards
to prevent the pollution of rivers with rainwater containing the chemical at a time
when British insects are in serious decline.

The decision by 11 countries to allow emergency use of the product comes amid a
growing awareness of the harmful role played by refined sugar in the development
of long-term health problems.

Matt Shardlow, the chief executive of the invertebrate conservation group Buglife,
said it was an “environmentally regressive” decision that would destroy wildflowers
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and add to an “onslaught” on insects.

“In addition, no action is proposed to prevent the pollution of rivers with
insecticides applied to sugar beet,” he said. “Nothing has changed scientifically
since the decision to ban neonics from use on sugar beet in 2018. They are still going
to harm the environment.”

Michael Sly, the chairman of the NFU sugar board, said he was relieved the
application had been granted and that the sector was working to find long-term
solutions to virus yellows disease. “Any treatment will be used in a limited and
controlled way on sugar beet, a non-flowering crop, and only when the scientific
threshold has been independently judged to have been met,” he said.

“Virus yellows disease is having an unprecedented impact on Britain’s sugar beet
crop, with some growers experiencing yield losses of up to 80%, and this
authorisation is desperately needed to fight this disease. It will be crucial in
ensuring that Britain’s sugar beet growers continue to have viable farm businesses.”

The EU agreed to a ban on all outdoor uses of thiamethoxam in 2018 to protect bees.
When the UK pledged to back the ban, Michael Gove, then the environment
secretary, said: “The weight of evidence now shows the risks neonicotinoids pose to
our environment, particularly to the bees and other pollinators which play such a
key part in our £100bn food industry, is greater than previously understood ... We
cannot afford to put our pollinator populations at risk.”

He also wrote in the Guardian: “Unless the evidence base changes again, the
government will keep these restrictions in place after we have left the EU.”

The UK, however, has now joined EU countries including Belgium, Denmark and
Spain in signing emergency authorisations for its use, according to the Department
for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra).

A similar emergency application for England in 2018 was refused after government
pesticide advisers said it would “cause unacceptable effects to bees in flowering
crops and flowering plants in field margins”.

It added that it would harm “birds and mammals eating seedlings from treated seed
and birds consuming pelleted seed” and risked “adversely impacting populations of
aquatic insects”.

Scientists have observed significant declines in some British bee species since 2007,
coinciding with the introduction of thiamethoxam, which was previously widely
used. Studies suggest that it weakens bees’ immune systems, harms the
development of baby bees’ brains and can leave them unable to fly. Another study
has found honey samples being contaminated by neonicotinoids.
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The proposed use of the pesticide to protect beet crops in the east of England in
2018 was estimated by the government to be worth about £18m. Yields from 2020
are forecast to be down by as much as 25% on previous years, Defra said. The
pesticide, sold by the Chinese-owned agrochemical company Syngenta, is
advertised as increasing crop yields by 13%.

A Defra spokesperson said: “Emergency authorisations for pesticides are only
granted in exceptional circumstances where diseases or pests cannot be controlled
by any other reasonable means. Emergency authorisations are used by countries
across Europe.

“Pesticides can only be used where we judge there to be no harm to human health
and animal health, and no unacceptable risks to the environment. The temporary
use of this product is strictly limited to a non-flowering crop and will be tightly
controlled to minimise any potential risk to pollinators.”

In the final line of its background statement, Defra added: “Protecting pollinators is
a priority for this government.”

As 2021 begins...

... we have a small favour to ask. Millions are turning to the Guardian for open,
independent, quality news every day, and readers in 180 countries around the
world now support us financially.

We believe everyone deserves access to information that’s grounded in science and
truth, and analysis rooted in authority and integrity. That’s why we made a
different choice: to keep our reporting open for all readers, regardless of where
they live or what they can afford to pay. This means more people can be better
informed, united, and inspired to take meaningful action.

In these perilous times, a truth-seeking global news organisation like the Guardian
is essential. We have no shareholders or billionaire owner, meaning our journalism
is free from commercial and political influence - this makes us different. When it’s
never been more important, our independence allows us to fearlessly investigate,
challenge and expose those in power.

In a year of unprecedented intersecting crises in 2020, we did just that, with
revealing journalism that had real-world impact: the inept handling of the Covid-19
crisis, the Black Lives Matter protests, and the tumultuous US election.

We have enhanced our reputation for urgent, powerful reporting on the climate
emergency, and moved to practice what we preach, rejecting advertising from
fossil fuel companies, divesting from oil and gas companies and setting a course to
achieve net zero emissions by 2030.
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If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Your funding powers our journalism,
it protects our independence, and ensures we can remain open for all. You can
support us through these challenging economic times and enable real-world
impact.

Every contribution, however big or small, makes a real difference for our future.
Support the Guardian from as little as £1 - it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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