
HANDOUT: ISSUES AND RESPONSES

Public Comment Agency Response

If the City of San 
Francisco is unable or 
unwilling to ban 
herbicides on its 
properties it should 
consider restricting their 
use by starting with the 
areas in which safety risks 
are greatest and the 
justifications for using 
them are weakest. 

San Francisco's Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Program is a science-based program that rests on 
the Precautionary Principle. We are committed to taking proactive measures to prevent harm, using 
the best available science, transparent and public decision making, and consideration of the full 
range of alternatives. The IPM Program ranks pesticide products as Tier I (most hazardous), II or III 
(least hazardous), based on a published hazard screening protocol (Guide to the Reduced Risk 
Pesticide List, www.sfenvironment.org/ipm) and on decisions by authoritative scientific bodies. As 
with all pesticide products on the Reduced Risk Pesticide List, the Program monitors the scientific 
literature to inform the development of the list and associated restrictions on product use.

The IPM Program restricts pesticide use based on a variety of criteria, including but not limited to 
worker health and safety, public health and safety, and environmental health. Because of these 
concerns, the Reduced Risk Pesticide List does not include, nor has it ever included, many highly toxic, 
persistent products available on the market. Furthermore, Tier I pesticides that are included on the 
Reduced Risk Pesticide List are not allowed for purely cosmetic purposes, nor are they allowed within 
15 feet of schools, preschools, children’s playgrounds or designated actively maintained public paths. 
Any use of Tier I herbicides must be posted three days in advance, specifically identifying the treated 
area on the posting, and the treated areas must be demarcated or blocked off. It is important to note 
that the total amount of Tier I herbicides used on all  of the City's parks in 2018 amounted to 1.4 
gallons of active ingredient. 

Why is the City still using 
glyphosate (Roundup® 
products)  when the Courts 
have issued multiple 
rulings this year against 
Monsanto/Bayer in cases 
involving Roundup use?

As with all pesticide products on the Reduced Risk Pesticide List, the Program monitors the scientific 
literature and other developments on glyphosate. The City increased restrictions on glyphosate 
(Roundup's active ingredient) in March, 2015, as soon as the chemical was declared a "probable 
human carcinogen" by the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC). The Commission on 
the Environment adopted restrictions the following year to reduce the use of all Tier I herbicides on 
City properties, including glyphosate. The Commission has continued to strengthen and fine-tune those 
restrictions over the past four years, taking into account both scientific information and public input. 
These restrictions have resulted in a 76% reduction in the use of Tier I pesticides since 2015 citywide 
and 97% since 2010.

The courts have indeed been ruling consistently against Monsanto. These rulings have been about 
Monsanto's behavior, but have not revealed any new science or hazard information. US District Court 
Judge Vince Chhabria stated "although the evidence that Roundup causes cancer is quite equivocal, 
there is strong evidence from which a jury could conclude that Monsanto does not particularly care 
whether its product is in fact giving people cancer.”

This list is a compilation of written comments pertaining to the currently proposed Reduced Risk Pesticide List, received as of 
August 5, 2019, in preparation for the August 12, 2019 Commission on the Environment Policy Committee meeting. 
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All Tier I and II synthetic 
herbicides should be 
removed from the 
Reduced Risk Pesticide 
List.

While Tier ratings are a useful way to flag potential hazards from pesticide products, they are but 
one ingredient in the alternatives analysis process, which also includes factors such as likely 
exposures, site-specific environments, and product efficacy. San Francisco’s Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) Ordinance remains one of the most rigorous policies in the country for limiting the 
use of pesticides. The ordinance takes a precautionary approach, which entails using the best 
available science to identify the safest effective option from a full range of alternatives. The law allows 
the use of pesticides only as a last resort and directs the City to make regular, science-based 
assessments of products to limit potential harm.

Since the law was passed in 1996, the IPM Program has been extremely successful in limiting the use 
of pesticides citywide and has seen a 97% reduction in the use of Tier I pesticides since 2010. If 
pesticides are used, City staff use them judiciously, as reflected by declining use trends in data 
provided by City departments. 

There are occasional instances in which systemic herbicides are necessary to ensure public safety, 
protect biodiversity, and balance the need to maintain expensive capital projects. At this time, we are 
not aware of any Tier III herbicides with compounds that move into plant tissues and kill the roots.

The City should use 
manual removal instead of 
herbicides

The City currently engages thousands of volunteer hours in weed removal, along with thousands more 
hours of professional gardeners' time. The City also invests heavily in various mechanical mowing 
and brush cutting approaches, as well as using goats for certain sites. Manual removal is effective for 
some weeds, but not others. Each circumstance is different though most weeds can be managed with 
manual or mechanical removal. However, steep topography may not be able to be managed using 
manual removal techniques and there is often no effective alternative other than systemic herbicides 
for certain perennial weeds with deep roots, bulblets or rhizomes.

Other Cities have banned 
glyphosate - why can't SF?

San Francisco maintains an extremely diverse range of properties, including a tournament golf 
course, international airport, hundreds of miles of utility rights of way, dams locally and in the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains, as well as median strips, sidewalks, buildings, parks and natural areas. Each 
property comes with unique land management needs and challenges. 

San Francisco's IPM Program remains in close contact with many other public agency IPM programs 
through the Regional IPM Coordinators Network.  The Program has also directly surveyed other cities 
(such as Boulder, CO; Seattle, WA; Portland, OR; Los Angeles County; Irvine, CA; Richmond, CA; 
and Miami Beach, FL, among others) to learn from their experiences with various pesticide policies, 
including glyphosate bans. Our surveys have found tha all jurisdictions with glyphosate bans have 
either 1) used other, potential more hazardous herbicides instead, 2) are still using glyphosate on an 
exemption basis, 3) have suffered from serious declines in weed management, or 4) are smaller 
jurisdictions that do not face the extraordinarily diverse range of land management challenges faced 
by San Francisco. 
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The Recreation and Park 
Department has been 
spraying non-native plants 
with herbicide for over 20 
years with little success in 
eradicating widespread, 
established non-native 
plants such as ivy and 
oxalis. 

San Francisco retains an impressive diversity of native plant and animal species, including many rare 
wildflowers, which in most cases would have succumbed to invasive species if not for a wide variety 
of land management practices. These methods include manual and mechanical weed removal; 
mobilization of thousands of volunteer hours throughout the year to maintain natural landscapes; and 
in rare cases, the use of herbicides. San Francisco has reduced its use of Tier I herbicides by 97% 
since 2010. It is not the City's goal to eradicate oxalis and cape ivy in all locations in the City; rather 
City departments focus management of these invasives in rare plant habitats. This is the reason that 
the City's use of Tier I herbicides is very small - less than 1.4 gallons of active ingredient of Tier I 
herbicides across 1,100 acres of parks and natural areas.

Pesticides damage the soil 
and the beneficial 
microbes that live in the 
soil. This damage is one 
of the factors in the lack of 
progress in the 20-year 
effort to “restore” 1,100 
acres of park land to 
native plant gardens.  

San Francisco has reduced its use of Tier I herbicides by 97% since 2010, while still actively 
maintaining 1,100 acres of natural areas. Many of the most toxic and damaging herbicides have 
never been allowed to be used under San Francisco's IPM Program, such as 2,4-D or Diquat. 
Scientific studies on soil impacts are based on agricultural use characterized by repeated, heavy use 
of herbicides. The pattern of usage in San Francisco's park lands is highly dispersed - often plant-by-
plant spot sprays - and the total product used is also very small - less than 1.4 gallons of active 
ingredient for Tier I herbicides across 1,100 acres. 

The aesthetic or 
ideological “danger” from 
“weeds” is not a risk to 
health and welfare

The City of San Francisco has regularly reaffirmed its commitment to protecting and restoring San 
Francisco's biodiversity. These policies - including the Department of Recreation & Parks Natural 
Resources Management Plan, the Biodiversity Chapter of the City's Sustainability Plan, the 2018 
biodiversity resolution at the Board of the Supervisors, and the Recreation and Open Space Element 
(ROSE) and other elements of the City's General Plan - are the product of robust public processes. 

For the most part, biodiversity protection is achieved through non-chemical means, as evidenced by 
the continued reduction in use of the most hazardous herbicides since 1996, when the City’s 
Integrated Pest Management Program was established. Certain invasive plant species have the ability 
to overcome local, native habitat, creating monoculture landscapes that are less able to support local 
wildlife. Although humans may be able to survive without rare, local native plant communities, their 
loss is often permanent, and detracts from the health of our ecosystems.

Even very small amounts 
of herbicides are 
dangerous.

The City's IPM Program develops the Reduced Risk Pesticide List specifically to reduce risks to public 
and worker health and safety. The Programs' pesticide hazard ranking system is based on the best 
available science, and only allows use of herbicides in such a way as to minimize exposures to 
workers and the public. In addition, the Program provides for additional risk reduction through public 
notice of pesticide use, staff safety trainings, robust technical information sharing among City land 
managers, publishing pesticide use data to the public, and facilitation of a public process. Based on 
the science, we are confident that herbicide use on City properties does not represent a significant 
danger to workers, the public, or the environment.
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Tier I herbicide use should 
be restricted along all 
trails, not merely those 
considered "designated 
trails."

The distinction between designated trails and unofficial or "social" trails has been discussed 
extensively among City departments and at past Commission on the Environment meetings. From a 
land management perspective, City departments maintain certain trails to direct the public's use of the 
land so as to reduce damage to the ecosystem and protect habitat. City departments are not able to 
map or anticipate all unofficial use patterns and managing for all unpredictable use patterns is 
considered infeasible. Staff recommends that the proposed 2019 Reduced Risk Pesticide List 
restrictions are retained for designated trails.
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