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TO:   San Francisco Commission on the Environment 
FROM:  Chris Geiger, Ph.D., IPM Program Manager, Toxics 

Reduction & Healthy Ecosystems Program 
DATE:  February 16, 2017 
RE: Recommendations for 2017 Reduced Risk Pesticide List 

process  
 

 
This memo provides an update on Department of the Environment (SFE) plans for integrated pest management (IPM)-
related activities in 2017, and recommendations for the 2017 Reduced Risk Pesticide List. 
 
Staff Recommendations  
Staff recommends that the Commission approve the 2017 Reduced Risk Pesticide List (attached).  This list includes a 
version of the current “Restrictions on Most Hazardous Herbicides” document. The restrictions have been clarified based 
on public and commission comments, and also include some expansion of public notification requirements.  
 
Changes from the 2016 List 

• Clarified posting requirements, including a requirement to note the use of blue dye on posting signs. 
• Expanded public notification requirements to include simple map of areas expected to be treated for certain 

situations, per requests by the Commission and public. 
• Per public requests, clarified definitions of “designated paths,” “children’s play areas,” and “broadcast treatments.” 
• Clarified that physical barriers around certain treated areas must remain in place for at least four days after 

treatment. 
• Added restriction on herbicide use within 15 feet of childrens play areas, per public request. 
• Clarified language on areas falling under federal or state vegetation management requirements. 
• Simplified language on California red-legged frog restrictions. 
• Added four products from the list (1 Tier III, 3 Tier II), and removed one product (Tier II) 

 
Background 
On March 22, 2016, the Commission on the Environment (COE) passed Resolution No. 003-16-COE, which approved the 
2016 Reduced Risk Pesticide List and “Restrictions on Most Hazardous Herbicides.”  The restrictions are the product of 
series of nine meetings in 2015 with City landscape managers and integrated pest management (IPM) coordinators, 
landscape managers from 14 other Bay Area public agencies, and the Commission itself, as well as numerous additional 
meetings with pesticide toxicologists and members of the public. The COE resolution also requested an implementation 
update at the COE’s November Policy Committee meeting and an analysis of the potential for further reductions, both of 
which were provided at the November 14, 2016 Policy Committee meeting.   
 
Accomplishments since April 2016:  
Data suggests that the new restrictions have substantially reduced the use of Tier I herbicides.  As a direct result of the 
2016 restrictions, Tier I herbicide use during fell by 81% since 2015 (comparing quarter 1-3).  In addition, the Recreation & 
Parks Department accomplished an 87% reduction in its parks and facilities sites during this period.  These reductions 
point to the importance of the IPM Program’s established collaborations with departments to identify safer herbicide 
alternatives when they exist and eliminate non-critical uses of pesticides. 
 
These reductions are a testament to the dedication of City landscaping staff, and to the tight collaborations within the 
Citywide IPM Program. Because the restrictions have only been in place since March 22, 2016, it is too early to tell how 
sustainable these reductions will be, or whether the City will experience degradation in landscape quality or worker safety 



as a result.  SFE and other department staff have been actively problem-solving some of the challenges raised by the 
restrictions. 
 
San Francisco Public Works, Recreation & Parks Department, Airport and Public Utlities Commission have been 
conducting pilot tests of alternative weed removal techniques, especially a class of herbicides termed “burndown” 
products, which typically use vinegar, strong soaps, or essential oils to kill above-ground vegetation; details were provided 
in the November 14 report to the COE Policy Committee. SFE has also continued engaging other departments – as well 
as other regional and national IPM programs – in conversations on the possibilities of further improving public education 
and notification around pesticide use.  Toward this purpose, SFE convened a Regional IPM Coordinators meeting on 
January 26, 2017 that was attended by 36 people representing 22 agencies nationwide. 
 
Challenges 
1) The requirement for direct supervision of all Tier I herbicide applications by a licensed person has created some 

logistical challenges for implementing departments, as they have had to reshuffle licensed personnel to be available 
for treatments. As departments adjust their staffing patterns, we expect this problem to diminish. 

2) The required 15-foot buffer zone next to designated public paths sometimes interferes with habitat protection efforts. 
There are some situations where paths are used as a line of defense to keep Oxalis out of the sensitive habitats being 
protected.  When individual Oxalis plants begin to appear on the protected side of the path, they must be controlled 
immediately using herbicides to avoid larger herbicide applications later.  While these treatments of individual plants 
require miniscule amounts of herbicide, there is no other effective alternative available.  SFE staff have inspected 
these situations together with RPD staff and approved a one-time exemption for these controls on the condition that 
the trails are closed for four days after treatment.  

3) The prohibition on use for purely cosmetic purposes is a definitional challenge requiring continued training.  
4) All of the major departments have increased experimentation with “burndown” herbicides such as Avenger, which act 

by wilting above-ground plant tissues.  While the active ingredients in these products (such as clove oil or orange oil) 
may be less hazardous in some respects, they pose higher skin and eye hazards to workers, are considerably less 
effective and more expensive, and usually have a very strong smell.  We have received complaints about the irritating 
smell from applicators. SFE continues to search for other less-hazardous products and techniques. 

 
Public Comments 
Throughout the past year’s public process, SFE has received public and commissioner comments requesting expanded 
communication of pesticide treatments with park users, for example, through mapping or digital notifications.  We have 
incorporated one expansion of public notifications into the current draft: A new requirement to post maps showing 
approximate treatment areas, for cases where the treatment area cannot be adequately communicated using words 
alone. Other advance notification systems we have reviewed depend heavily on the time and resources of other City 
departments, and are not wholly within SFE’s jurisdiction. For this reason, staff recommend researching the feasibility of 
such ideas as part of a longer conversation with departments (see #4 below).   
 
Biodiversity conservation has also been a prominent topic in the public process. The Department is fully committed to 
preserving and enhancing biodiversity, and supports the Department of Recreation & Parks’ Natural Areas Program – 
independent of the recent approvals of the Natural Resource Management Plan by the Planning and Parks Commissions.  
Implementing such plans requires complex, site-specific decisions by professional habitat managers. Contrary to some 
public comments, our role is not to set biodiversity management goals, but to ensure that they are achieved in the safest 
way possible.  SFE will continue its dialogue with habitat managers to ensure that the safest possible methods are 
employed to meet their management goals.  (See “Issues and Responses” attachment for further comments) 
 
Planned Activities in 2017 
For the above reasons, and in order to ensure that the restrictions are fully operationalized and effective, staff recommend 
approving the draft 2017 Reduced Risk Pesticide List as submitted. SFE’s activities in 2017 will seek to solidify our 
progress while exploring new ways to meet the public’s desire for better communication of pesticide treatments.  In 
addition to its routine IPM program activities, SFE plans to pursue the following:  
 

1) Meet with departments most directly affected by the herbicide restrictions to gauge success, and to ensure that 
the restrictions are fully incorporated into City operations.  This includes assessing cases of deferred 
maintenance, community complaints, worker health complaints, and staff deviations from the restrictions, and 
taking corrective actions. Metrics:  Number of violations of the restrictions, and number of community or staff 
complaints. 

2) Revise the posting signs used to notify the public of planned pesticide treatments.  A larger space for specifying 
the location of the treatment will be provided, along with a section on “Why this treatment is necessary.” Staff will 
share the revised sign with the COE Policy Committee at its April, 2017 meeting. 

3) Continue trainings begun in 2016 for all City pest managers and landscape personnel regarding compliance with 
the new restrictions.  



4) Continue to research possibilities for City departments to improve public communication on City pesticide use, 
including the further development of SFE’s interactive data pages, enhanced informational mapping or signage, or 
advance notifications of pesticide applications.  With the exception of the interactive data pages, these activities 
are dependent on time and resource constraints within other departments. Staff will report back on the feasibility 
of expanded notification options at the November, 2017 COE meeting.  

5) Attend contractor meetings for any new City projects that potentially involve herbicide use, in keeping with 
agreements with City departments.  Continue to work with these departments on standardizing training 
requirements for City contractors.  

6) Continue to work closely with the Mayor’s Office of Housing and Community Development and major low-income 
housing developers to incorporate pest prevention into thousands of RAD (Rental Assistance Demonstration) 
Project properties. Metric: Number of housing units incorporating pest preventive design elements. 

7) Continue to work with the Recreation & Parks Department to certify city park sites as “Bay Friendly Rated.”  
 
Staff will update the Commission’s Policy Committee at its November 2017 meeting on its research findings on notification 
systems, and on the progress of other planned 2017 activities 
 
ATTACHMENTS 

A. Draft 2017 Reduced Risk Pesticide List, including Restrictions on Most Hazardous Herbicides and map of 
childrens’ play areas 

B. Issues and responses document 
 


