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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:  12/28/15 

RE: Reassessment of herbicide use on City properties 
 

 
Background 
San Francisco’s IPM Program structure  
San Francisco’s Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Program for City-owned properties, convened by the Department of the 
Environment (SFE), is an established interdepartmental effort that has successfully reduced herbicide use by 75% and 
insecticide use by 94% since its founding in1996.  The program’s goal is to reduce risks from pests and pesticides on City-
owned properties. Mandated by the IPM Ordinance (Environment Code, Chapt. 3), the IPM program organizes monthly 
meetings of the SF IPM Technical Advisory Committee (IPM TAC), provides trainings and technical support on safer pest 
control methods, oversees a database of pesticide use on City properties, conducts hazard screenings of pesticide products, 
and annually updates the City’s Reduced Risk Pesticide List (RRPL). The List consists of those pesticides that are permitted to 
be used on City-owned properties, but City pest managers are required to use non-disruptive (generally nonchemical) control 
methods first, and reserve disruptive pesticides for a last resort.  Thus, not all pesticides onthe RRPL are used in a given year 
and the RRPL serves as the outer boundary of what is permitted on City properties.  On rare occasions when a non-listed 
pesticide is needed for a special situation, the proposing department must request an exemption from SFE, which requires a 
justification and a description of non-chemical methods attempted.  
 
Hazard screening 
The IPM Program screens products for an array of hazards such as acute dermal, oral, inhalation and eye toxicity, 
persistence and bioaccumulation potential, ecotoxicity for bees or aquatic organisms, soil mobility, potential for ground and 
surface water contamination, reproductive toxicity, carcinogenesis, and endocrine disruption. The hazard screening process 
developed by the IPM program is now used nationally by a variety of other institutions, including the US Green Building 
Council.  The process gives each product a Tier rating, with Tier 1 considered “most hazardous” and Tier 3 “least 
hazardous.” These rough categorizations serve to flag known hazards, but are not directly tied to usage restrictions.  
 
Pesticide usage restrictions and the Reduced Risk Pesticide List 
Usage restrictions are determined by SFE, in consultation with City pest management professionals on the IPM TAC. In 
deciding whether to add (or remove) an RRPL pesticide product, the following questions are considered: 

1. What are the known hazards for proposed product? (i.e., the hazard tier) 
2. How would the product be used, and in what setting? What is the potential for exposure by humans, animals, or 

ecosystems? 
3. Are effective alternatives available to the proposed pesticide? If so, what are their risks? 
4. Is the product really needed? What are the consequences of not controlling the pest problem at all? 

 
If the product appears to be the safest alternative for a critical use it is added to the RRPL, along with appropriate restrictions 
on its usage.  Over time, the most hazardous pesticides on the RRPL have been replaced by safer alternatives 
 



Glyphosate findings 
Current uses of glyphosate on City-owned properties 
Glyphosate, the active ingredient in Roundup® and several other herbicides, is the most commonly used herbicide on City-
owned properties, with 680 lbs of active ingredient used in 2014.  Because it is systemic (i.e., penetrates into the plant’s 
vascular system), it can kill a weed at the roots with one application, making it especially useful for deep-rooted, difficult-to-
control perennial weeds.  As a result, there can be considerable labor savings in the use of these herbicides; the Marin 
Municipal Water District estimated that an invasive weed management approach that excludes herbicides costs about 3.5 
times more than an approach that includes herbicides.1  
 
Until 2015, SFE considered glyphosate safer than most alternative herbicides, with a Tier 2 rating.  In an effort to stay 
abreast of new findings, and in keeping with the precautionary principle, SFE conducted two literature review updates on 
glyphosate over the past 12 years, one in 2005 (research conducted by Washington Toxics Coalition) and one in 2011 
(research conducted by Pesticide Research Institute).  Neither review found any new data worthy of increasing glyphosate’s 
hazard tier rating. 
 
IARC determination as probable carcinogen 
In March, 2015, the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), categorized glyphosate as a “Probable Human 
Carcinogen (Class 2A).”2  The IARC finding is an authoritative, weight-of-evidence determination on hazards reviewed by 
independent cancer scientists, and automatically elevated glyphosate to Tier 1 (most hazardous) status in San Francisco’s 
IPM program.  It did not, however, automatically change restrictions on its use on City-owned properties because changes to 
the RRPL require a more thoughtful process that incorporates exposure considerations and alternative options. 
 
The IARC finding is somewhat controversial.  The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) published a contradictory risk 
assessment in November, 2015 stating that glyphosate is “unlikely to pose a carcinogenic hazard to humans,” but 
proposing new safety measures that will tighten the control of glyphosate residues in food.3  Some of the data used in the 
EFSA assessment is not public, raising concern about corporate influence on the decision.  Health Canada published its own 
risk assessment in 2015, concluding that glyphosate poses a “low level of concern” for cancer. A parallel re-evaluation of 
glyphosate is underway by the US EPA.  While IARC did not consider exposure scenarios, the Pesticide Research Institute 
concluded that a) strengthening protection for City pesticide applicators should be a priority, and b) potential exposures 
through food are significantly higher than likely exposures in City parks.   
 
Activities to date in response to glyphosate findings 
In response to the IARC determination, SFE initiated a reassessment of all herbicide use on City-owned properties last 
summer.  The goal was to take a fresh look at the allowed uses for herbicides in San Francisco, and provide a thoughtful 
comparison of herbicide use, alternative management methods, and the option of no treatment.  
 
To date, SFE has taken the following steps: 

1. Elevated the hazard rating for glyphosate products to Tier 1 (most hazardous) in April, 2015. 
2. Organized a public meeting on the IARC findings on July 2, featuring a presentation by Dr. Susan Kegley of the 

Pesticide Research Institute.4  The meeting was attended by approximately 45 people. 
3. Convened a series of three meetings with other Bay Area public agencies over the summer, including 

representatives from Contra Costa County, San Mateo County, Santa Clara County, Marin County Parks, Marin 
Municipal Water District, the cities of El Cerrito, Palo Alto, Boulder CO, and San Jose, the National Park Service, 
Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy, Seattle City Light, Presidio Trust, East Bay Regional Parks, and various 
San Francisco City departments.  The purpose of these meetings was to understand the IARC ruling and its 
implications, review critical uses of systemic herbicides, review available alternatives, and reach a common 
understanding on the appropriate use of herbicides.  The attendees agreed informally on a model policy for the use 
of hazardous herbicides (ATTACHMENT A).  

                                                 
1 Farnkopf, J, Mostafaei, S. 2015. 15-year Vegetation Management Plan Cost Review. Technical memorandum submitted by HF&H 

Consultants, Inc. to the Marin Municipal Water District.  In some specific weed control situations, such as management of French 

broom, a non-chemical approach cost up to 5.9 times more than an approach that included herbicides. 
2 http://monographs.iarc.fr/ENG/Monographs/vol112/mono112-09.pdf 
3 http://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/press/news/151112 
4 http://sfenvironment.org/sites/default/files/fliers/files/sfe_th_kegley_sf_ipm_glyphosate_7-2-15.pdf 

 



4. Based on this model policy, SFE re-examined the specific weed management scenarios where we currently allow 
glyphosate use, tabulated the alternatives available and their respective known hazards – including the alternative 
of non-treatment., and informally compared the risks of these alternatives (ATTACHMENT B). 

5. Convened our annual public hearing on pest management practices on City properties on December 16.  The 
meeting was attended by approximately 40 people.  

6. In response to the concerns voiced at the public hearing, SFE adjusted the draft 2016 RRPL restrictions accordingly 
(ATTACHMENT C), modified the standard posting sign for pesticide applications (ATTACHMENT D), provided 
responses to public concerns (meeting summary, ATTACHMENT E), and created this memo. 

7. Worked with Recreation & Parks Department (RPD) to develop a new pesticide use policy for contractors working on 
RPD properties.  The policy requires additional training and more specific posting requirements. 

8. Worked with the City of Palo Alto on a glyphosate fact sheet (in progress). 
 

 
Future plans 
One conclusion of our extensive series of meetings on the subject was that an immediate ban on glyphosate products is not 
in the public interest, due to public health and safety issues, the lack of safer alternatives for certain critical uses, and (in the 
short term) lack of adequate staffing.  However, because of glyphosate’s increased hazard as a Tier 1 product, we currently 
plan to do the following: 

1. Develop more detailed pesticide use requirements for contractors working on all City properties.   
2. Provide education to all City pest managers regarding the IARC determination, the new restrictions on herbicide 

use, the importance of personal protective equipment, and the use of the new posting signs. 
3. Require updated herbicide use plans from relevant City departments, as mandated in Environment Code Section 

305(a).  These plans will likely include measurable herbicide reduction targets.  
4. Continue to explore and promote alternatives to the most hazardous herbicide products 

 
Recommended Commission actions 

1. Adoption of the 2016 Reduced Risk Pesticide List (ATTACHMENT F). This document incorporates Attachments A and 
C. 

 
 
ATTACHMENTS 

A. Herbicide Policy 
B. Informal Alternatives Analysis of Herbicides 
C. Restrictions on Most Hazardous Herbicides 
D. Modified posting sign for pesticide treatments 
E. Public hearing summary from 12/16/15 and agency responses 
F. Proposed 2016 Reduced Risk Pesticide List (includes attachments A & C) 
G. Summary of exemptions granted to City departments in 2015 

 


