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THE EU RISK ASSESSMENT OF NONYLPHENOL – INDUSTRY POSITION ON PROPOSALS FOR RISK REDUCTION

The EU risk assessment is primarily based on highly conservative assessments of effects and theoretical calculations of “worst case” environmental exposures which bear no relationship in general to actual concentrations in the environment. It therefore concludes that nonylphenol residues from the use of nonylphenol ethoxylates (surfactants used industrially and professionally for their excellent detergent and emulsifying properties) present a risk to the environment. As a result, the EU Commission rapporteur is proposing risk management primarily through marketing and use restrictions on these surfactants. CEPAD, the representative industry group for these products, agrees that industry must manage the potential risks of their products, but does not agree that the proposals under consideration are the best way to do so.

NO GENERAL RISK FROM INDUSTRIAL USES

Available monitoring data on European rivers demonstrate that there is no widespread risk from the use of these surfactants. Certain locations where sewage treatment is absent or inadequate may show levels of nonylphenol that exceed the predicted no effect concentration (PNEC) for this substance. But this is the same conclusion that risk assessments in the USA and Canada have reached i.e. that while there may be “hot spots” where concentrations exceed acceptable levels, there are in general no significant risks from the use of nonylphenol ethoxylates. 

Such “hot spots” naturally need to be remedied, but in such cases it could be assumed that all other components in such effluents are also not being adequately treated, so to target one specific group of chemicals for use restrictions is tantamount to turning a blind eye to the real problem of poor waste water treatment.

ULTRA-CONSERVATIVE  EU  APPROACH TO  AQUATIC TOXICITY ASSESSMENT

The effects of nonylphenol have been extensively studied and its high aquatic toxicity is well recognised. However, the EU derivation of a “safe level” (the predicted no-effect concentration or PNEC) is exceptionally conservative, about 20 times lower than the US EPA estimate and about three times lower than Canada’s estimate. Several uses would not have shown a risk if the EU risk assessment had used a more reasonable assessment of the PNEC.

THE “PERSISTENCE” OF NONYLPHENOL: A WIDESPREAD MYTH 
Contrary to widespread claims that nonylphenol does not biodegrade and persists in the environment, the EU risk assessment report acknowledges that both nonylphenol and nonylphenol ethoxylates are inherently biodegradable and break down ultimately to carbon dioxide and water. There is no evidence of a build-up of the substance in the food chain. 

WASTE WATER TREATMENT IS EFFECTIVE

The EU risk assessment also recognises that residues of these surfactants including nonylphenol itself can be effectively treated and eliminated in conventional sewage treatment plants with biological treatment. Thus the means of preventing risks to the environment are commonly available and their effectiveness can be controlled via emission limits and environmental quality standards. This is the principal reason why CEPAD does not agree with the rapporteur’s proposals for risk management through restrictions on marketing and use.

NONYLPHENOL AND ENDOCRINE EFFECTS: RISKS NOT SUBSTANTIATED

Human Health: Fears that its weak hormone-like activity may present a risk to the public are unwarranted. A definitive mammalian study has clearly indicated no adverse effects on reproduction, and it is known that in humans nonyphenol is rapidly metabolised and excreted. Thus for human health it cannot be considered an “endocrine disruptor” by the usually accepted (so-called “Weybridge”) definition of this term. 

Aquatic environment: Further, if nonylphenol ethoxylate emissions are properly treated to manage toxic risks of effluents, the possibility of any oestrogen-like effects occurring in the aquatic environment is practically nil because such effects are only evident at much higher levels than those at which toxic effects occur.   

Commercially used surfactants: Commercially used nonylphenol ethoxylates display no hormone-like activity. 

CONCLUSIONS

As a principle, in cases where the environment can be protected by proper waste treatment of chemicals that benefit society, users should be free to choose the products they need, unfettered by use restrictions.  This ensures European industry remains competitive within an international context, as other regions in the world do not impose any use restrictions. 

Acquiescence by industry to the EU proposals for marketing and use restrictions would mean sacrificing this principle, upon which the safe use use of all industrial chemicals is based. Therefore CEPAD does not agree with the EU proposals for risk reduction  through the application of marketing and use restrictions to industrial uses of nonylphenyl ethoxylates.

Where waste treatment facilities are inadequate to handle residues of such surfactants, they will also be inadequate to handle the many other residues in effluents from both domestic and industrial sources. Imposing restrictions on one specific group of chemicals may be politically expedient but does not address the more important problem of inadequate sewage treatment in certain areas.
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