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What are UK supermarkets doing about pesticide problems? 

Supermarkets wield a huge amount of influence over growers, produce traders and consumers, 
including in issues of pesticide use. PAN UK is often asked ‘which UK supermarkets are the best on 
pesticides’? Our first comparison, published in 2009, triggered considerable interest by retailers and 
ethical investment trackers. The 2009, comparison was based on the information published by the 
supermarkets themselves. For this updated comparison, we also asked the supermarkets to fill in a 
questionnaire and offered them the opportunity to talk us through their policies. We also expanded 
on the earlier version by assessing supermarkets performance in three new areas:  Pollinator friendly 
practices, phasing out highly hazardous pesticides and support to help farmers reduce pesticide use. 

PAN UK believes it is important to monitor the policies and performance of retailers on pesticide 
issues, in order to support and encourage positive change and to let consumers and investors know 
which are the poor performers. In 2009 we conducted a study1 comparing the 10 main supermarkets 
operating in the UK on their policies, plans and actions on a range of pesticide issues important to 
concerned consumers. Two years on, we felt it was necessary to revisit our comparison, looking for 
progress. We also decided to include some other crucial areas to assess supermarket performance.  

Methodology 

To conduct this comparison we sent out a questionnaire to the nine major UK supermarkets to be 
able to share their relevant policies and interventions (Somerfield was taken over by the Co-op in 
2009, hence the reduction from 10 companies assessed in our earlier comparison). New questions 
assessed in 2011 covered: pollinator-friendly practices and restrictions on bee-toxic pesticides; 
whether the company has phase-out plans for pesticides on PAN International’s targets for global 
bans (endosulfan and paraquat); and whether they are proactive on helping farmers find alternative 
methods for pesticides which are likely to be withdrawn from the EU market under the authorisation 
Regulation 1107/2009. 

Other than Asda and Lidl, all the others responded to our questionnaire providing information in 
varying levels of detail. In addition, we looked at information available in the public domain, such as 
presentations at conferences and information regarding collaborations with research or certification 
organisations. Since the information we have is in varying levels of detail, and users of the 
assessment might ‘weight’ the various aspects of pesticide policy differently, we have not attempted 
to calculate a numerical score on company performance. Instead, we present a more qualitative 
comparison, which nevertheless shows clearly the leaders, those in the middle of the pack and those 
companies trailing behind. Details of the individual company results will be available via the PAN UK 
website.  Table 1 shows in summary how individual companies are doing on the 12 questions posed. 

Finding highlights: best and worst performers 

We want to congratulate the Co-operative and Marks and Spencer for continuing to lead British 
retailer efforts to address almost all of the pesticide issues of importance to PAN UK. The Co-op have 
upgraded residue reduction plans since 2009, while both companies are trying hard to phase out the 
few remaining uses of endosulfan in their supply chains and committing resources to testing and 
advising growers on alternative methods in pest management. 

The recent Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants decision to list endosulfan will 
massively limit the availability of this chemical from 2012. The early decision by the Co-op and M&S 
to target this chemical has given these retailers a head start over their peers and they should be 
much more able to cope with the decision than some of their competitors. 

Aldi and Lidl remain firmly ‘Bottom of the class’, taking no visible action on most of the policy criteria 
assessed. Their performance in the UK contrasts with high profile and concrete progress on residue 
reduction in the supply chains delivering to their German stores. 
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We are disappointed to see that Sainsbury’s have taken a few steps back since we last conducted 
this comparison and appear to have de-prioritised their earlier promising work on pesticide residue 
and use reduction and hence are no longer in our ‘Top Class’. Showing progress are Waitrose, Tesco 
and Morrisons, with efforts or improvement including action plans in resolving residue issues or 
committing to phase out some of the most hazardous pesticides. However, we would like to see 
them do a lot more and share their plans and progress with the public. Asda is clearly in the ‘Must 
try much harder’ part of the class, although they too are working on residue reduction objectives. 

Table 1. Summary assessment of supermarket performance on PAN UK’s 12 policy criteria 

Pesticide policy criterion 

         
Publish its residue testing 
results?     *     
Action plans to tackle 
residue problems beyond 
legal compliance? 

   *   * *  

Commit to phase out 
specific hazardous 
pesticides? 

  *   * *  *  

Stated aim and actions to 
reduce use of pesticides?  *     * *  
Pest management 
strategy promotes 
alternatives to 
pesticides? 

    
 

  *  *   

Technical support for 
growers to reduce 
reliance on pesticides? 

        * 

Info for consumers on 
pesticide use issues?           
Engage with consumers 
on unnecessary use of 
pesticides for cosmetic 
appearance of fruit & 
vegetables? 

          * 

9a. Does it promote 
pollinator-friendly 
practices? 

           

Does it reduce exposure 
to bee-toxic pesticides?          * 
Address potential loss of 
pesticides under new EU 
law? 

  
 

  
 
 

     
 

  

Phase out plans for PAN 
International targets for 
global bans (endosulfan 
and paraquat)? 
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KEY 

 
The company is taking concrete actions for a specific criterion and describes in some 
detail the aims and methods 

 
The company works on the issue but gives no detail on how this is implemented, or lacks 
targets or reporting on progress. 

 
The company may be addressing the issue, but does not provide any information on it, or 
the information is too vague to judge whether it is making a genuine effort 

 
There is no policy commitment or no information provided for consumers 

* Indicates that there is considerably more the company could do to address the issue, or to 
report their progress or plans. The star therefore indicates that the company is not doing 
as well in that area as companies with the same ‘score’ without a star. 

More action urged on priority areas of concern 

We are concerned about pesticide exposure for people and the environment from farm production 
via post-harvest processing, distribution and retail to the consumer. Within that sphere and in 
response to our findings through this comparison we are focusing on five priority issues where we 
call for action by British supermarkets.  

¶ Regularly report on their pesticide residue test results 

¶ Commit to phase out the most hazardous pesticides in their supply chain  

¶ Engage with consumers on unnecessary use of pesticides for cosmetic appearance 

¶ Promote pollinator friendly practices  

¶ Reduce exposure to bee toxic pesticides 

Publishing pesticide residue test results is a way to facilitate transparency towards consumers. We 
feel that consumers have a right to know what pesticides they are encountering. Yet again the Co-
operative and Marks and Spencer lead the field here and we are disappointed to see no other 
supermarket making the required effort.  

A commitment to phase out specific hazardous pesticides is crucial due to their toxicity to those 
working on farms and documented environmental impacts. PAN UK calls upon supermarkets to 
follow the inspiring example of the Co-operative and Marks and Spencer, in identifying the most 
hazardous pesticides in their supply chains and committing to a timeframe and grower support to 
phase them out.  

Engage with consumers on unnecessary use of pesticides for cosmetic appearance of fruit and 
vegetables. We are very concerned with the lack of engagement by all the supermarkets with their 
customers on pesticide usage linked to appearance of fresh produce. For diseases such as apple 
scab, for example, or skin appearance of citrus fruit, considerable pesticide use could be avoided if 
retailers and consumers were prepared to accept some slight blemishes which do not affect food 
quality or taste. Educating consumers on this issue would not only lessen the need for the use of 
pesticides for cosmetic purposes but also cut wastage of good quality food that is rejected due to 
irregularity in appearance, as well as reduce exposure of farm workers and environmental 
contamination. 

Promoting pollinator friendly practices and reducing exposure to bee toxic pesticides. PAN UK has 
included this important issue in this year’s assessment in recognition of the growing crisis in 
population levels and hive health of bees and other pollinators. There is an alarming rate of decline 
in the numbers of bees that has been documented in North America, Western Europe, Brazil, India 
and other parts of the world. Whilst the Co-operative, Marks and Spencer, Sainsbury and Waitrose 
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promote pollinator friendly practices only the Co-operative is taking concrete steps to reduce 
exposure to bee-toxic pesticides, via its restrictions on the use of systemic neonicotinoid insecticides 
in certain crops and the research it is funding on the complex and poorly understood effects of 
pesticides on bee health. If not for the sake of the bees, for the essential role they play in sustaining 
our civilisation by pollinating our crops we urge all supermarkets to take the Co-operative’s example 
and take effective steps in reducing exposure to bee-toxic pesticides.  Toxicity to bees is one of the 
cut-off criteria for refusing approval of specific pesticides under the new EU authorisation Regulation 
1107/2009. Progressive companies can demonstrate their leadership in best practice by taking a 
proactive stance on bee-toxic pesticides in their supply chains.      

What you can do  

By conducting this comparison we hope to highlight the positive efforts taken by some companies 
and to inspire other companies to follow suit. Individual consumers can play an active part by 
encouraging supermarkets to improve their performance in delivering safer food and safer and 
more sustainable pest management, i.e. safer for those growing our food as well as for those eating 
it.  

Consumers can also contribute to reducing the overall level of pesticide dependency and supporting 
farmers to shift to safer pest management through the following actions: 

¶ Accepting minor skin blemishes, such as mild levels of apple scabbing and russetting, on fruit 
and vegetables 

¶ Being willing to buy fresh produce that differs slightly in size, shape or colour from the overly 
restrictive specifications imposed on growers by retailer buying desks and EU regulations 

¶ Choosing seasonal produce that is at its best when grown at the times and places that 
discourage pests and diseases and allow growers to maximise natural pest control processes 

¶ Being more tolerant of the very occasional beneficial insect that might be found in 
glasshouse crops, such as lettuce, and thus enabling more use of biological control of insect 
pests 

¶ Letting supermarkets know that pesticide issues are important to their customers and 
encouraging them to take action on pesticides. PAN UK urges concerned consumers to send 
letters or emails demanding change to the laggards, and congratulating the leaders. 
Template letters specific to the performance of each supermarket, contact details for 
relevant departments and the detailed study will be available shortly at www.pan-uk.org.   

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

This report has been prepared by Stephanie Williamson, Staff Scientist at PAN UK and Manmeet Kaur, 
Research Intern at PAN UK 

1. What are UK supermarkets doing about pesticide problems? PAN UK Spring 2009 assessment, via 
http://www.pan-uk.org/supermarkets/what-are-uk-supermarkets-doing-about-pesticide-problems 
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