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Health Service Executive, National Drinking Water Group

Pesticides in Drinking Water
Frequently Asked Questions
What are pesticides?
•

Pesticides are chemicals or mixtures of chemicals that are used to control pests.

•

A pest can be a small animal (rat), an insect (fly), an unwanted plant (weed) or a microorganism (bacteria or virus).

•

When used to control unwanted plants or weeds, pesticides are called herbicides.

•

Among pesticides, herbicides are the greatest threat to drinking water.

•

The word ‘pesticides’ will be used in this leaflet to mean all pesticides and herbicides.

•

Pesticides work by preventing (stopping growth), destroying (killing), repelling (keeping
away), or reducing (making smaller) a particular pest.

Where are pesticides used?
•

They are used in farming and in forestry to control weeds and rodents (e.g. rats).

•

They are used in homes on gardens, lawns and drive-ways.

•

They are used by transport authorities to keep roadsides and railway verges clear.

•

They are used in public parks and golf courses.

How do pesticides get in to drinking water?
•

Most public drinking water supplies in Ireland come from surface water e.g. rivers,
lakes and streams. Pesticides can get in to surface water in a few different ways:




By direct spraying of rushes and other weeds with pesticides close to a river or
stream
From pesticide run-off from land into a stream during heavy rain
Sprayed pesticide can drift in the wind onto a stream, river or lake.

•

Pesticides can also seep through soil into groundwater (wells).

•

Pesticides can get into drinking water through misuse or careless handling of
containers during storage or disposal.
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What does it mean when a pesticide has been found in my drinking water?
•

In Ireland, when a pesticide is found in drinking water, it usually means that traces
have been found during routine water sampling.

•

The European Union (EU) drinking water laws aim to keep pesticides out of drinking
water.

•

Even small traces of pesticides are not allowed.

•

Pesticide levels are tested in public water supplies, in large group water schemes and
in wells supplying public / commercial buildings.

•

Pesticides are not tested in private house wells, unless the owner decides to do so.

•

In the European Union (EU), most individual pesticides have a legal limit in drinking
water of 0.1 micrograms/litre.

•

If more than one pesticide is found in drinking water, the total (sum) of all pesticides
together, has a legal limit of 0.5 micrograms/litre.

•

Four pesticides have a stricter legal limit of 0.03µg/l. These have been banned in
Ireland since 1981.

•

In general, even a small amount of pesticide in a water source can cause a breach of
the legal limit in drinking water:
‘A single drop of pesticide in a water body such as a typical stream (1m wide, 0.30m deep),
for example, can be enough to breach the legal limit for pesticides in drinking water of 0.1
micrograms /litre along 30 kilometres of its length.’ (Pesticide Registration & Control
Division, Dept. of Agriculture)

•

0.1 microgram/litre of the pesticide MCPA is about the same as one drop of pesticide
in an Olympic sized swimming pool.

•

The EU legal limits for pesticides in drinking water are set in an effort to keep
pesticides out of drinking water altogether.

•

Health limits for pesticides in drinking water are set by the World Health Organization
(WHO). Even with large built-in health safety factors, WHO guideline limits are much
higher than EU limits.

How do pesticides in drinking water affect my health?
•

Pesticides have been found in trace amounts in drinking water in Ireland and not at
levels which are known to affect health.

•

The levels of pesticides found in drinking water in Ireland, have been well below the
current WHO health guideline limits.
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What happens when a pesticide has been detected in my drinking water?
•

When a pesticide has been detected in drinking water




It is investigated by the Water Services Authority and the frequency of testing
of the water supply is increased.
The Water Services Authority informs the EPA and the HSE about the
exceedance.
You will be contacted if there is any cause for concern and advised by the
Water Services Authority about what action you should take.

How much of a problem are pesticides in drinking water in Ireland?
•

Testing of pesticides in drinking water supplies began in 2007.

•

Since then small amounts of pesticides have been found in some drinking water
supplies.

•

The EPA drinking report for public water supplies 2017 provides further detail of
pesticide detections in public water supplies.
http://www.epa.ie/pubs/reports/water/drinking/drinkingwaterreport2017.html

•

In order to prevent contamination of drinking water, pesticides should be used
responsibly.

•

Responsible use of pesticides is important near private wells and small water supplies
as theses supplies may never be tested for pesticide contamination.

•

It is best for people and for the environment that the EU legal limit for pesticides is not
breached at all. If it is breached it is best that it does not continue.

What is being done nationally about pesticides in drinking water?
•

Keeping pesticides out of drinking water is everybody’s responsibility.

•

Pesticide Registration & Control Division of the Department of Agriculture Food and
Marine enforce the European Communities (Sustainable Use of Pesticides) Regulations
2012. www.pcs.agriculture.gov.ie

•

A multi-sectoral National Pesticides in Drinking Water Action Group has been set up to
help stop pesticides getting in to drinking water in the long-term.

How can I find out if there has been a pesticide exceedance in my water?
•

For details of pesticides in your drinking water you should contact your water supplier:



Public Water Supplies – Irish Water customers can check pesticide levels in
their own supply at www.water.ie/
Private Water Supplies – your group water scheme committee or the owner of
your private supply (this might be the developer of a private estate, for
instance)
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Where can I find more information about pesticides in drinking water?
• WHO drinking water quality guidelines can be found at:
http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/publications/drinking-water-quality-guidelines-4including-1st-addendum/en/

•

The following pages provide some information on four of the pesticides which have
most commonly been found in drinking water in Ireland:





•

MCPA
2,4-D
Mecoprop
Clopyralid

MCPA is the most frequently detected pesticide. It accounted for around 80% of all
pesticide detections between 2007 and 2018.
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MCPA in Drinking Water
What is MCPA?
•

Its full name is 4-chloro-2-methylphenoxyacetic acid but it is called MCPA.

•

It is part of a group of chemicals called the ‘chlorophenoxy herbicide’ group.

•

In Ireland, many weedkiller products - which the public can easily buy - contain MCPA.

•

It is the most common pesticide found in drinking water in Ireland. About 80% of all
pesticide detections in drinking water are of MCPA.

•

It is used to control weeds, particularly rushes on grassland.

What are the EU legal limits and the WHO guideline health values for MCPA in drinking
water?
•

The EU legal limit for MCPA (0.10 microgram/litre) in drinking water is set low to keep
pesticides out of drinking water.

•

The WHO set two health-based limits for MCPA in 2017. Both WHO limits are set at a
higher level than the EU legal drinking water limit:
1. The value or concentration for MCPA in drinking water that would cause health
effects, if exposed to that level over a lifetime, is 700 micrograms/litre. This is
7000 times the current EU legal limit in drinking water.
2. The value or concentration of MCPA in drinking water that would cause
immediate health effects if there was a massive contamination or spilling
incident, is 20 milligrams/ litre. This is 200,000 times the current EU legal limit
in drinking water.

How does MCPA in drinking water affect my health?
•

MCPA has been found in trace amounts and not at levels which are known to affect
health.

•

Usually, when MCPA is found in drinking water in Ireland it is found at levels which are
a small amount above the EU legal limit and well below the WHO guideline value.

•

Since testing began in 2007, MCPA has not been found in drinking water at levels
above the current WHO guideline value.

•

If MCPA was found at levels which might affect health you would be contacted
directly. The Water Services Authority would advise you about what action you should
take.

Are there any other health effects of MCPA?
•

MCPA is not known to cause cancer. It is classified as ‘possibly carcinogenic’ by the
International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC).

•

It causes serious eye damage/ irritation if direct contact is made.

•

Animal studies have shown
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o It does not affect pregnancy or the foetus.
o At very large doses, thousands of times greater than those found in drinking
water, MCPA can affect the kidneys, liver and blood.
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2,4-D in Drinking Water
What is 2,4-D?
•

Its full name is 2,4-Dichlorophenoxyacetic acid but it is called 2,4-D.

•

It is part of a group of chemicals called the ‘chlorophenoxy herbicide’ group.

•

It is the second most common pesticide detected in drinking water in Ireland.

•

2,4-D is used to control of broad-leaf weeds in agriculture and for control of woody
plants along roadsides, railways and utilities. It is also used to control broad-leaved
water weeds.

What are the EU legal limits and the WHO guideline health values for 2,4-D in drinking
water?
•

The EU legal limit for 2,4-D in drinking water (0.10 microgram/litre) is set to keep
pesticides out of drinking water, so it is set very low.

•

The WHO Guideline limit for 2,4-D in drinking water is 30 micrograms/litre.
This is 300 times the EU legal limit.

How does 2,4-D in drinking water affect my health?
•

Usually, when 2,4-D is found in drinking water in Ireland it is found at levels which are
a small amount above the EU legal limit and well below the WHO guideline value.

•

Since testing began in 2007, 2,4-D has not been found in drinking water at levels above
the current WHO guideline value.

•

If 2,4-D was found at levels which might affect health you would be contacted directly.
The Water Services Authority would advise you about what action you should take.

Are there any other health effects of 2,4-D?
•

2,4-D is not known to cause cancer. It is classified as ‘possibly carcinogenic’ by the
International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC)1.

• It causes serious eye damage/ irritation if direct contact is made.
• Animal studies have shown

•



It does not affect pregnancy or the foetus at levels which have been found in drinking
water.



At very large doses, but not those found in drinking water, 2,4-D can affect the kidneys
and liver

It is classified by the EC as a ‘potential endocrine disrupter’. These are chemicals that
can interfere with hormone systems at certain doses.

1
The possibility of an association between 2,4-D and two types of cancer has been studied at length. The cancers studied are a blood cancer called nonHodgkins Lymphoma and a soft tissue cancer called a sarcoma. Most of these studies show no association between 2,4-D and these cancers. Where
associations have been found they are weak or are from poor quality studies. When a health issue like this is uncertain, a precautionary approach is taken. That
is one of the reasons why the EU legal limit for pesticides in drinking water is set so low.
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Mecoprop in Drinking Water
What is Mecoprop?
•

It is part of a group of chemicals called the ‘chlorophenoxy herbicide’ group.

•

It is found in many household weed killers and "weed-and-feed" type lawn fertilisers.

•

It is often used to control weeds among cereal crops (wheat, barley, rye, oats) and fruit
trees.

•

Mecoprop is rarely found in Irish drinking water supplies.

What are the EU legal limits and the WHO guideline health values for Mecoprop in drinking
water?
•

As with all individual pesticides the EU legal limit for Mecoprop is 0.10
micrograms/litre in drinking water.

•

The World Health Organisation Guideline limit for Mecoprop in drinking water is 10
micrograms/litre (0.01 milligrams/litre)
This is 100 times the EU drinking water regulations limit.

How does Mecoprop in drinking water affect my health?
•

When it is found in drinking water it is usually a small amount above the EU legal limit
and well below the WHO guideline value.

•

Since testing began in 2007, Mecoprop has not been found in drinking water at levels
above the current WHO guideline value.

•

If Mecoprop was found at levels which might affect health you would be contacted
directly. The Water Services Authority would advise you about what action you should
take.

Are there any other health effects of Mecoprop?
•

Like the other pesticides in the chlorophenoxy herbicide group, such as 2,4-D above,
Mecoprop is not known to cause cancer. It is classified as ‘possibly carcinogenic’ by the
International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC)

•

It is irritant to eyes if direct contact is made

•

Animal studies have shown
o It does not affect pregnancy or the foetus.
o At very large doses, but not those found in drinking water, Mecoprop can affect
the kidneys and liver
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Clopyralid in Drinking Water
What is Clopyralid?
•

Clopyralid (3,6-dichloro-2-pyridinecarboxylic acid) is a herbicide used for control of
broadleaf weeds, especially thistles and clovers. It is also used to control weeds among
cereal crops (wheat, barley, rye, oats)

•

It lasts longer in the environment in comparison to other pesticides.

•

Clopyralid is rarely found in Irish drinking water supplies. When it is found in drinking
water it is usually a small amount above the EU legal drinking water limit.

What are the EU legal limits and the WHO guideline health values for Clopyralid in drinking
water?
•

As with all individual pesticides the EU legal limit for Clopyralid is 0.10 micrograms/litre
in drinking water.

•

When it is found in drinking water it is usually a small amount above the EU legal limit

•

There is no WHO health-based guideline values set for Clopyralid in drinking water.

•

There are European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) guideline values for Clopyralid in
food.

•

The guideline values for food, when applied to drinking water, are several thousand
times the EU drinking water regulations limit for pesticides. This allows for a very large
safety margin.

How does Clopyralid in drinking water affect my health?
•

If Clopyralid was found at levels which might affect health you would be contacted
directly. The Water Services Authority would advise you about what action you should
take.

Are there any other health effects of Clopyralid?
•

Clopyralid is not known to cause cancer.

•

It is an irritant to the lungs, when breathed in.

•

It is also an irritant to the skin and eyes, so care is needed when handling

•

No adverse health effects in people who work with Clopyralid have been found

•

Animal studies have shown
o It does not affect pregnancy or the foetus.
o It is possibly toxic to the liver and kidneys, but only at extremely high doses.
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Drinking Water and Specific Pesticides: EU Legal Limits and WHO Guideline Values
MCPA

2,4-D

Mecoprop

Clopyralid

EU drinking water
legal limit

0.10 µg/litre

0.10 µg/litre

0.10 µg/litre

0.10 µg/litre

World Health
Organization
(WHO) drinking
water guideline
value

700 µg/litre

30 µg/litre

10 µg/litre

No drinking water
guideline

(0.01 mg/litre)

(0.7 mg/litre)
X 7,000 times
above EU legal
limit

X 300 times above
EU legal limit

x 100 times above
EU legal limit

X15,000 times EFSA
recommendation

Note: µg/litre is short for micrograms per litre
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