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The Health Risks from Glyphosate 
 

What is Glyphosate? 

 
Glyphosate is the key ingredient in a powerful herbicide (weedkiller) most commonly 
known as Roundup, but also known as Accord, Rodeo, Touchdown and Rosate. 
Developed by the manufacturer Monsanto in the early 1970s, it has been on the market 
since 1973 and is the most commonly user weedkiller in the world. Glyphosate can be 
found in many industrial and domestic weedkilling products.  
 

What does Glyphosate do?  
 
Glyphosate prevents the enzymes needed for plant growth from developing, which 
effectively kills any plants exposed to it. With the development of glyphosate resistant 
crops, Roundup quickly became the industrial weedkiller of choice. 
 

What are the risks from Glyphosate? 
  
There have long been concerns over the potential health risks from glyphosate exposure, 
but the chemicals industry have been quick to point to a lack of research findings pointing 
to clear harm being proven. The major health risk identified was until recently concern 
over stomach bacteria.  
 
However, in March 2015, The World Health Organisation (WHO) classified glyphosate as 
probably causing cancer in humans. The International Agency on Research into 
Carcinogens (IARC), the WHO body responsible for the classification, published their 
findings in an online briefing.  
 
This determined, following research looking at agricultural workers in Sweden, Canada 
and the USA, that glyphosate exposure increases the likelihood of developing non-
Hodgkins lymphoma.  
 
 
The findings were confirmed after glyphosate exposure to animals resulted in increased 
development of cancer. It also found DNA and chromosomal damage as a result 
glyphosate exposure. 
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How does glyphosate exposure occur? 
 
Unfortunately the full IARC report – known as a Monograph – has yet to be published. The 
briefing published make plain that exposure occurs through spraying of glyphosate, but 

does not give any detail on minimum exposure levels, or method of exposure. We believe 
that exposure probably occurs in two potential ways – inhalation and ingestion – but we 
will only know for definite once the Monograph is published. 
 

What is the HSE response? 
  
HSE placed controls on the public spraying of glyphosate as part of the pesticides 
permissioning regime many years ago. As yet there is no formal response from HSE in 
terms of the IARC classification, but the legal framework under REACH and COSHH has 
not changed. 

 

What have manufacturers done about glyphosate?  
 
Monsanto have immediately challenged the finding and have called for an urgent review. 
More significantly, a wider industry body - 'The Industry Task Force on Glyphosate', which 
is made up of Glyphosate producers including Dow, Monsanto, Sygenta and United 
Phosphorous - has briefed that glyphosate is safe to use. It is not an impartial institution 
and its guidance cannot be taken as any more than industrial protectionism. 
 

What should employers do? 
 
GMB is adamant that the precautionary principle must apply in this case. Employers 
should be substituting products containing glyphosate with safer alternatives that pose no 
health risk.  
 
Where this is not immediately possible, there is an immediate need for anyone using the 
substance to have the correct PPE, and for the employer to redo their risk assessments 
and COSHH assessments to ensure that their health protection regimes are fit for 
purpose. We also demands that health screening is introduced where workers are 
exposed on an industrial basis.  
 
This will primarily be anyone spraying weedkiller containing glyphosate industrially, so we 
anticipate the greatest impact will be on GMB members working for Local Authorities and 
in the agricultural sector.  
 
GMB is clear that the guidance from the World Health Organisation through IARC 
supersedes any other guidance, and as such glyphosate must be treated as a severe 
health risk to workers. 
For further information on this or other health, safety and environment matters please 
contact craig.stuart@gmb.org.uk.  
 


