
Taigh Naomh Anndrais,  Rathad Regent, Dùn Èideann  EH1 3DG 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 
  

 

Rùnaire a’ Chaibineit airson Cùisean Dùthchail, Biadh agus an Àrainneachd 

Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs, Food and the Environment 

Ridseard Lochhead BPA 

Richard Lochhead MSP 

 

F/T: 0300 244 4000 
E: scottish.ministers@gov.scot 

 

 

Rob Gibson MSP 
Convener 
Rural Affairs, Climate Change and Environment Committee 
c/o Clerk to the Committee 
Room T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 
EDINBURGH 
EH99 1SP 

 

___ 
 
 
 5th February 2016 
 
 
                          EU restrictions on neonicotinoid pesticides 
 
Dear Rob, 
 
Thank you for your letter of 17 December 2015 asking for an update on Scottish 
Government’s (SG) discussions with the UK Government about the use of neonicotinoid 
pesticides. 
 
This continues to be a particularly sensitive issue within the SG, and one which I monitor 
very carefully.   
 
Officials are in regular contact with UK Government officials in the Chemicals Regulation 
Directorate of the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), the body responsible for the regulation 
of pesticides in the UK, and with officials in Defra.  These include both formal co-ordination 
type activities as well as discussions on a wide range of ad hoc issues. 
 
Advice from Professor Louise Heathwaite, the SG’s Chief Scientific Adviser for Rural Affairs, 
Food and the Environment, is that in general, land-use change and intensification, and the 
resulting loss of floral resources, are likely to be the most important factors affecting 
pollinator decline. 
 
Professor Heathwaite has briefed me on the growing number of scientific reports about the 
possible effects of the three restricted neonicotinoids on insect pollinators that have been 
published since the restrictions were imposed.  These reports seem to suggest that 
neonicotinoids present at concentrations likely to be found in the pollen and nectar of treated 
crops, can cause harmful sub-lethal effects to honeybees and wild pollinators.   
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However, the issue is we do not yet have enough scientific evidence at the right scale to 
know if these effects are strong enough to affect the health of honeybee colonies, the 
abundance and viability of wild pollinator populations, or the pollination services they 
provide.  In the meantime, and as you are aware, I support Europe’s precautionary approach 
towards the use of neonicotinoids and the continuation of the current restrictions on their 
use. 
 
You will probably also be aware that last summer, given the high incidence of cabbage stem 
flea beetle in England, UK Ministers approved an emergency authorisation which allowed 
very limited use of two of the neonicotinoids.   
 
I understand that this emergency authorisation meant that affected farmers in just four 
English counties (Suffolk, Cambridgeshire, Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire), could ask seed 
merchants for neonicotinoid-treated seed but they had to provide evidence from a BASIS 
qualified agronomist before they were given the seed.   The amount of neonicotinoid which 
was available to the seed merchants was enough to treat about 5% of the English oilseed 
rape crop, for a maximum of 120 days, as permitted under EU pesticide legislation.   
 
This insect pest was only causing a problem in parts of England and so the decision on the 
emergency authorisation was for English Ministers to take.  The cooler climate in Scotland 
often means that insect pests cause less of a problem for our farmers than for farmers in 
England.   
 
In Scotland, Scottish Government officials from SASA (Science and Advice for Scottish 
Agriculture) surveyed a number of Scottish oilseed rape growers to see how they were 
coping with the restrictions.  The results suggest that most growers were coping quite well 
and were planning to continue to grow oilseed rape on their farms.  We will obviously need to 
continue to monitor the effect of these restrictions very carefully. 
  
As you probably know, Europe is currently reviewing the current neonicotinoid restrictions.  
As part of this review, the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) asked for all new 
research data on neonicotinoids and bees so that they could assess it.  EFSA will publish 
their conclusions, following this important analysis, by the end of January 2017.  We will 
consider carefully the conclusions by EFSA and the European Commission. 
 
I hope you find this helpful.   
 

 
 
RICHARD LOCHHEAD 
 


