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Pesticides are regulated by numerous federal and state agencies to ensure they are safe for human health and the 
environment. While EPA is the primary federal regulatory agency for pesticides, USDA, FDA, and state agencies 
support these regulatory efforts in various ways. Below is an explanation of why pesticides are important and 
how various aspects of pesticides are regulated.

WHY ARE PESTICIDES NEEDED?
Farmers face numerous types of weed, insect, fungal, and other pests that can destroy crops if left unmanaged.  

For example, the weed palmer amaranth has been documented to reduce soybean and corn crop yields by as much as  

79% and 91%, respectively, if not managed.1  Many farmers rely on pesticides to maintain certain soil health conservation 

practices such as no-till, as intensive soil tillage may otherwise be needed to terminate yield-robbing weeds without  

herbicides. Also, most farmers terminate their cover crops with herbicides before planting their primary crop,  

as herbicides are more effective and flexible than other potential termination methods.2 

Pesticides are also important for protecting public health, infrastructure, and public lands from disease-carrying mosquitoes, 

rodents, termites, and other pests. Healthcare facilities require antimicrobial pesticidal products to protect against bacterial 

or viral pests. Land managers use herbicides to control weeds that otherwise can increase fuel loads for wildfires. Collectively, 

pesticides offer tens of billions of dollars in benefits to the U.S. economy annually, including allowing for a more abundant, 

affordable, and sustainable supply of food and other agricultural goods.

FOOD & FEED RESIDUES 
Pesticide maximum residue limits (MRL) are established by EPA under the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FFDCA). 

The Food Quality Protection Act (FQPA), a 1996 amendment to FFDCA, requires that there must be “reasonable certainty” 

no harm will result from any pesticide residue and sets a default tenfold safety factor.3  Other safety factors are also  

standard, such as a tenfold factor accounting for sensitivity variations in humans. This means MRLs are regularly set 10x, 

100x, or more below where they might ordinarily be considered safe, ensuing a significantly conservative safety standard.4  

Both acute (short-term) and chronic (long-term) risks are considered when establishing MRLs. In 2006, EPA finished  

updating more than 99% of the tolerances as required by FQPA.5  The agency also revisits tolerances whenever new science 

dictates or as part of its 15-year registration review process mandated by the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide 

Act (FIFRA).

FDA and USDA regularly test domestic and imported food and feed products to ensure any residues are compliant with  

EPA established MRLs. In recently released 2023 testing data, USDA found that more than 99% of all tested products  

had residues below EPA’s conservative MRL standards.6  This data has been consistent year after year.

PESTICIDE USE SAFETY 
Under FIFRA, EPA must ensure any registered pesticide uses do not pose an unreasonable risk to human health or the  

environment.7  To ensure this, EPA conducts robust risk assessments to determine any ecological, human health, or other 

specific risks (occupational, drinking water, pollinator, etc.) and considers how to mitigate any identified risks. The agency 

conducts these assessments under its registration process, and they are repeated at least once every 15 years as part of  
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the FIFRA-directed registration review process. EPA may review any pesticide sooner, however, at its discretion if new,  

relevant science or data becomes available.

Once a pesticide registration is finalized with measures needed to mitigate any identified risks, it has a label issued with 

instructions to ensure its safe use. It is a violation of FIFRA to use a pesticide in a manner inconsistent with its label.  

Enforcement of pesticide use generally resides with states, which also have the authority under FIFRA to restrict sales  

or uses of individual pesticides beyond what is permitted by EPA. 

RISK VS. HAZARD REGULATORY SYSTEMS 

The U.S. and many other countries use risk-based regulatory systems for pesticides, which assess the potential toxicity of 

pesticides and also the likelihood of exposure to those pesticides. For example, sharks can pose a hazard to humans, but shark 

attacks are so rare that ocean access for swimmers is rarely prohibited, and steps are often taken to mitigate shark risks  

(e.g. shark spotters). Contrarily, other nations (e.g., the European Union) use hazard-based regulatory systems, which prohibit 

certain chemicals based on the inherent hazard they pose rather than considering potential exposure risks or how to mitigate 

those risks. While the EU and other nations that use hazard-based regulatory systems still do use pesticides, they more often 

prohibit chemicals than nations that use risk-based systems.

PESTICIDE FACTS 

•  �It is estimated 99.99% of all dietary pesticide exposures are from naturally occurring compounds plants have evolved to 

defend themselves from pests.8  For example, caffeine is a naturally occurring neurotoxin that plants like coffee and tea 

have evolved to protect themselves from insects. At high enough doses, many of these naturally occurring pesticidal sub-

stances can be toxic to mammals. However, like their synthetic counterparts, most naturally occurring pesticides do  

not occur in foods at levels that pose a risk to human health.

•  �A common misconception is that organic agriculture does not permit the use of pesticides. However, the National Organic 

Program does permit the use of some naturally occurring pesticides, which like synthetic pesticides can pose human health 

or environmental risks if not used according to the label.9  For example, copper sulfate is a popular organic fungicide, but 

if not used according to the label it can pose human health risks, result in accumulation of copper in soil, or risk aquatic 

species. To ensure pesticides do not result in unreasonable risks, it is essential that all pesticides—naturally occurring or 

synthetic—be used according to the product label.

•  �Sri Lanka prohibited the use of synthetic pesticides and fertilizers in April 2021, which crashed crop yields in the country. 

The previously self-sufficient rice producing nation was required to import $450 million in rice to feed its population after 

food prices spiked and shortages occurred.10  Sri Lanka reversed the policy seven months later in November 2021 due to 

the economic turmoil and food insecurity it inflicted.

1	 https://neinvasives.com/species/plants/palmer-amaranth 
2	 https://cropwatch.unl.edu/2017/cover-crop-management-among-nebraska-farm-group 
3	 21 U.S.C. 346a(b)(2)(C)(ii)
4	 https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-07/documents/apps-10x-sf-for-cra.pdf 
5	 https://archive.epa.gov/pesticides/regulating/laws/fqpa/web/html/fqpa_accomplishments.html 
6	 https://www.ams.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media/2023PDPAnnualSummary.pdf 
7	 U.S.C. 136(bb)
8	 https://www.pnas.org/doi/abs/10.1073/pnas.87.19.7777 
9	 https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-7/subtitle-B/chapter-I/subchapter-M/part-205/subpart-G 
10	 https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/03/05/sri-lanka-organic-farming-crisis/ 
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