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Regulating chemicals

development of safer chemicals and enjoy a
secure future in an increasingly competitive
global market.

However, REACH needs to be strengthened 
if it is to achieve its aims. We need to be sure
that the problem chemicals enter the
authorisation process as quickly and
efficiently as possible. At the moment this is
unclear. WWF’s solution is to know which
chemicals are likely to enter the process, so
that industry can begin to move away from
such substances. Another area in need of
strengthening in the current proposal is

In 2003, the European Commission presented its proposals for a complete overhaul of the
European Union’s chemical substances policy.The proposal was for a comprehensive system
for the registration, evaluation and authorisation of chemicals (REACH).The Commission
approved it as draft legislation in autumn 2003, and it is now moving towards the European
Parliament and the Council of Ministers. Elizabeth Salter Green, Joanne Lloyd and Bill Durodie
assess its progress.
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To help ensure our industry’s sustainable
future, we have a responsibility to our
workers, our customers and to the public to
ensure that all our products are safe – and
we fully accept that new legislation is
needed to achieve this level of reassurance.

However, common sense now seems to have
been left behind in some quarters. Proposals are
being made for securing even more data, in an
ever-more ambitious timeframe, involving an
ever-increasing number of players, without
anyone apparently stopping to consider
precisely what REACH really needs to deliver on
its objectives – and what success for the system
might look like.

Where to start?
It is estimated that some 30,000 substances
will need to be taken through REACH. Current
proposals would mean that those substances
produced in the greatest quantities would be
regarded as the most risky, and should be dealt
with first. However, industry would prefer a risk-
based approach, where the intrinsic hazard of

the substance and levels of exposure to
humans and the environment are taken into
account, and where substances with exposure
levels and hazards of low concern are exempt
from registration.

Sharing of data
The Commission’s proposals encourage
companies that manufacture or import the
same substance to form a consortium for
registration of that substance, and only compel
the sharing of animal test data. However, the
British Government is promoting the idea of
‘one substance – one registration’, to reduce the
duplication of all testing and share the costs of
registration between all companies that
produce or import the same compound. This
would mean mandatory sharing of data.

The Government has laudable objectives,
but manufacturers, distributors, importers and
formulators are competing companies and
could be at risk of losing their competitive edge
and stifling innovation by opening up their
trade secrets.

Introducing safer chemicals 
One of the more contentious issues in the political
debate is set to be the substitution of chemicals
of concern. In 2004, the CIA, Greenpeace and 
the Confederation of British Industry set out a
ground-breaking common position.They agreed
that substitution should require the commitment
of the whole supply chain, that an alternative
should possess an acceptable level of performance,
safety and cost, and that substances of very high
concern should be used only for an appropriately
limited time. This common position will be
debated with a broader range of stakeholders 
in early 2005 in an effort to widen 
its ownership by as many bodies as possible.

The CIA will continue with such dialogue as
the political debate moves on, and do our best
to help achieve an improved REACH that
genuinely delivers on its environmental and
health objectives.

The European Union plan to test chemicals,
known as REACH, emerged after various
other initiatives had already improved safety
and ensured scrutiny.

In an age of spin, when risk regulation 
has become de rigeur across many activities,
we should be alert to this being a policy
development driven more by the need to 
be seen to be taking action, than by any 
need or benefit.

Others have pointed to the difficulty, cost
and lack of necessity to evaluate tens of
thousands of chemicals that have been in use 
for over 20 years and for which we have billions
of hours of exposure data.Whatever battery 
of toxicity and carcinogenicity tests the
chemicals will be subjected to can never be
comprehensive and will never satisfy those 
who have expressed concern.

Dislocation, not science
The real driver behind insecurities today lies
more in political and social context than in
scientific content. We live in an age of political
disengagement, as well as social disconnection.
As people no longer participate politically, or

form social networks as they once did, so
science appears to dominate their lives. Trust
and tolerance in authority, whether scientific,
corporate or political, has also waned.

Increasingly, subjective impressions of reality
go unmoderated, or unmediated, through
membership of some trusted group or
community. They have grown into world views,
not open to reasoned interrogation, but resting
on isolated egos. This process has been
encouraged by an elite who, lacking any vision
of their own, readily repackage themselves as
societal risk managers.

Sensing their growing isolation from those
they depend upon for authority, leaders now
offer to protect us from our fears. Accordingly,
the specific issues form only a small part of
what shapes these debates. They are driven
more by a sense of alienation from the decision
process than by real risks. Many concerns can be
described as conclusions in search of data, but
assuming the worst drives policy.

Precaution damages
A proclivity to speculate dominates examination
of what actually is in all areas, from chemicals 

to vaccines to international terrorism. A
preventative paradigm determines outlooks
across the political spectrum. This is variously
labelled as precaution or pre-emption. It
demands extrapolation from uncorroborated or
anecdotal evidence, and worst-case scenarios.

Far from stabilising matters and reassuring
people, such actions drive concerns and shape 
a more unstable environment. Rather than
challenging the public with evidence, and
explaining how social isolation shapes
insecurity, leading to regulatory demands, our
leaders, lacking direction of their own, pander to
social fears by appearing to provide protection.

This obsession with precaution alarms
people, diverts social resources and distracts 
us from real risks. It is the constant demand 
for reassurance that is the most damaging.

WWF believes that REACH has the potential
to make a significant contribution to the
sustainable development of the EU’s
chemical companies.

REACH has the capability of delivering its 
stated aims of protecting human health and 
the environment whilst enhancing the
competitiveness of the EU chemical industry.
It should encourage EU industry to innovate
cleaner, greener, safer alternatives to
substitute for hazardous chemicals at the
earliest opportunity. The EU’s chemical
companies will become world leaders in the
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substitution – where more hazardous
chemicals are phased out in favour of safer
alternatives. WWF feels this should be a
straightforward requirement and industry
should not be permitted the continued use of
a hazardous substance where a known safer
alternative exists. Currently there are too
many derogations and let-outs in the
proposed text.

Of course this has to be carried out within 
a realistic time frame – one that gives industry
sufficient time to find the alternatives, but
not long enough so that it appears we are 
still operating on a basis of ‘business as usual’.
WWF feels that the current proposal does
represent a realistic timeframe with many,
many years of lead-in time, during which
industry has the opportunity to adapt,
innovate and find alternatives.

Need for regulation
The need to regulate chemicals has arisen 
because there is unequivocal evidence that
man-made industrial chemicals have already
caused serious damage to the health of
humans and wildlife all over the world.

The full extent of the problem is unclear
because adequate toxicity data are only
available for a very small percentage of the
many thousands of man-made chemicals in
industrial and domestic use today.

REACH is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity
to improve fundamentally the regulatory
system for chemicals and to ensure that
the worst chemicals are identified and
phased out. WWF hopes that all parties
involved in the possible success or failure
of REACH rise to this challenge, and do not
let EU citizens down.
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