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Submission from Weed Management Advisory on Road Corridor 
Vegetation Control  

Recommendation 

That the Board: 

i. Receives the report. 

ii. Endorses the continued use of glyphosate to control vegetation in the road corridor, subject to EPA approvals and compliance with NZS 
8409:2004 Management of Agrichemicals. 

iii. Auckland Transport continue to work with Auckland Council on the development of an action plan to activate the Weed Management 
Policy.  

Executive summary  

At the Board meeting on 16 December 2014 the Weed Management Advisory (WMA) presented a Human Rights Impact Assessment (HRIA) 
commissioned in respect to Auckland Transport’s vegetation control programme.  They asked that its recommendations be actioned by Auckland 
Transport (AT). 

The report suggests AT is not complying with the requirements of Auckland Council’s Weed Management Policy and that the use agrichemicals 
(specifically glyphosate) in the road corridor violates individual human rights.  AT rejects both these claims. 

Glyphosate is used across the AT road network for the purposes of vegetation control in the road corridor, it is also used by most if not all other 
Road Controlling Authorities in New Zealand.  

It is a low toxicity herbicide and approved for use in New Zealand by the Environment Protection Agency (EPA) who are responsible for 
classifying all chemicals imported into New Zealand and setting conditions and standards relating to their use so as to ensure the safety of the 
public.   

AT is complying fully with the intent and objectives of Auckland Council’s Weed Management Policy and NZS 8409:2004 Management of 
Agrichemicals which is the Code of Practice providing guidance on the safe, responsible and effective management and use of agrichemicals. 
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Background 

What is Glyphosate? 

Glyphosate is a low toxicity broad-spectrum non-selective herbicide which is particularly effective on broadleaf weeds and grasses.  It was 
brought to the market by Monsanto under the trade name, Roundup in 1973.  Monsanto retained exclusive rights in the United States until its 
patent expired in September 2000.  

Glyphosate is absorbed through the foliage of the plant and kills the plant by interfering with the synthesis of the aromatic amino acids 
phenylalanine, tyrosine and tryptophan.  It does this by inhibiting the enzyme EPSMS and amino acid metabolism in what is known as the 
shikimic acid pathway.  This pathway does not exist in humans or animals. 

It is only effective on actively growing plants and has no residual effect.  It does not affect seeds which have not yet germinated. 

Glyphosate is used throughout the world and has been formulated into dozens of other products sold for use for agriculture, horticulture, 
viticulture and silviculture purposes as well as garden maintenance.  It is commonly used by the general public and available off the shelf at 
supermarkets and garden centres.  It has been estimated that glyphosate sales make up about 60% of the total non-selective herbicide sales 
around the world. 

Glyphosate is used by most if not all Road Controlling Authorities in New Zealand to control vegetation in the road corridor. 

How toxic is Glyphosate? 

Glyphosate is a low toxicity herbicide and has been given a hazard rating of 6.1E by the EPA.  The 6.1 refers to the class of general toxic action 
and the letter identifies the strength of the effect.  The classification system uses a ranking of A-E to identify the strength of the effect with A being 
the most strong and E being the least. 

Glyphosate is rated 6.4A (irritating to the eye), 9.1B (harmful to the aquatic environment) and 9.1D (slightly harmful to fish).  Glyphosate is not 
rated as toxic in respect to irritation to the skin (6.3) or inhalation (6.5) as the level of irritation via these pathways is very low. 

To put glyphosate into perspective, dish washing detergents have typical hazard ratings of 6.3A (irritating to the skin), 6.4A (irritating to the eye) 
and 9.1C (harmful to the aquatic environment) and laundry powders have hazard ratings of 6.1D (general toxicity), 6.3A (irritating to the skin), 
6.4A (irritating to the eye) and 6.5A (inhalation). 

What do we use Glyphosate for? 

Glyphosate is used in urban areas to kill weeds growing out of cracks in the channel or between the channel and the road pavement.  It is also 
used to kill weeds growing out of cracks in asphalt footpaths or weeds such as kikuyu growing over footpaths 
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It is also used where vegetation is growing over the kerb, along the edges of footpaths and fences and around street furniture such as poles and 
signs.  In these cases generally the extent of spraying is limited to not more than a 100 mm width. 

In rural areas glyphosate is used to control the growth of vegetation on unsealed shoulders, surface water channels, culvert inlets and outlets and 
around street furniture such as edge marker posts, culvert marker posts, guard rails and traffic signs. 

Where are we using Glyphosate? 

AT has continued to use the same chemical herbicides and vegetation control measures that were used previously by the legacy council 
organisations.  This means that glyphosate is currently used for vegetation control in the road corridor in Rodney District, Waitakere City, 
Manukau City, Papakura District and Franklin District.   

In North Shore City the decision was made by the previous Council to use hot water and mechanical methods instead of glyphosate while in 
Auckland City, a plant-based herbicide called BioSafe is used. 

However in both North Shore City and Auckland City (Waiheke Island excepted), glyphosate still needs to be used to some extent to treat specific 
weeds which are resistant to these other vegetation control methods. 

How do we use Glyphosate? 

The use of Glyphosate is prescribed under NZS 8409:2004 Management of Agrichemicals. 

AT generally undertake 3-4 spraying cycles per annum with 2-3 sprays during the warmer months and one spray during the winter.   

In urban areas the target area for spraying is very small and spraying is undertaken with a hand held wand held no higher than 200 mm off the 
ground.  If the berm is being maintained by the adjoining property owner and there is no vegetation overhanging the kerb or footpath then no 
spraying is undertaken.  It is a requirement that at all times spraying is undertaken in such a manner as to ensure there is no spray drift. 

In accordance with the requirements of Section 5.3.1.1 of NZS 8409:2004 Management of Agrichemicals public notification of spraying activities 
is given by: 

(a) Prior notice in local newspapers or door-to-door advice; and 

(b) On-site signage; and 

(c) Signage on application equipment. 

This is supplemented by the provision of information on the AT website and either emails or phone calls to people who have indicated they have 
a sensitivity to the use of herbicides   
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In our contract specifications we do not permit spraying outside schools, early education centres, or places of public assembly on days that these 
institutions are in use and there are limitations on the time of spraying in urban areas to avoid times when children are walking to and from 
school.  Spraying is not permitted on windy days. 

A no-spray register is maintained for residents who object to agrichemicals being used in the road corridor directly outside their properties.  There 
are currently 1,198 property owners on the no-spray register.  A condition of being placed on the no-spray register is that the property owner 
maintain the road berm outside their property in a weed-free condition. 

AT has recently completed a comprehensive review of the use of glyphosate in the road corridor by its road maintenance contractors. The review 
sought information on which specific glyphosate products were being used, how they are handled, how often and when spraying is undertaken, 
which additives are used and their work practices.  No concerns or breaches of compliance under NZS 8409:2004 were identified.  

What are the risks to the public associated with the use of Glyphosate in the road corridor? 

The potential exposure pathways to humans arising from our use of glyphosate in the road corridor are exposure to the skin from direct contact 
with sprayed weeds and inhalation.  It is considered that there are suitable controls in place to ensure that the public are not exposed to either of 
these potential pathways. 

However should they be so, it is important to note that the EPA has not classified glyphosate as toxic in respect to either irritation to the skin (6.3) 
or inhalation (6.5) as the level of irritation is very low. 

What are the practical alternatives to using Glyphosate? 

Alternative methods of vegetation control such as hot water/steam or plant-based herbicides such as BioSafe are used on the network.  However 
both are more costly and less effective than glyphosate. 

The hot water/steam process does not kill the roots of the weeds and as a result more frequent applications are required to prevent re-growth.  It 
is also a more labour intensive operation and is considerably slower than chemical spraying.  It requires the use of a significant volume of water 
and the truck needs to be refilled on a regular basis.  There are some types of weed (e.g. nut grass and kikuyu) which the hot water/steam does 
not kill and these need to be addressed by mechanical means.  Some use of glyphosate is also required to address stubborn and persistent 
weeds. 

The use of hot water/steam for vegetation control purposes in urban areas costs approximately 2-3 times that of glyphosate.  It is not practical to 
use hot water/steam instead of glyphosate in rural areas due to the slow nature of the process and the greater spray area. 

There are plant-based herbicides derived from coconut oil or pine oil that are able to be used for vegetation control.  However they are more 
costly to use than glyphosate as a more frequent spraying cycle is required to kill the root structure of the weeds. 

BioSafe is one of these plant-based herbicides and has been licenced for use in New Zealand by the EPA.  While it is not rated for general 
toxicity it has been rated as 6.3A (irritating to the skin), 8.3A (corrosive to the eye) and 9.1C (harmful to the aquatic environment).  There are also 
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some weeds that it does not control which still necessitate the use of glyphosate.  While products such as BioSafe tend to be favoured by 
environmental groups, they pose a greater potential hazard to the spray applicator than glyphosate as they are a skin irritant and highly corrosive 
to the eye. 

 

 Issues and options  

The WMA consider that AT is not complying with the requirements of Auckland Council’s Weed Management Policy and that human rights are 
being violated by AT using agrichemicals (specifically glyphosate) in the road corridor. 

Weed Management Policy 

The Weed Management Policy was developed to guide the management of weeds in Auckland’s parks and open spaces, including the road 
corridor. 

The Weed Management Policy is a non-statutory document and it is intended that a range of regulatory tools be used to implement the policy 
vision and objectives.  These include the Unitary Plan, the Auckland Council Regional Plan: Coastal and the Auckland Regional Pest 
Management Strategy. 

The Weed Management Policy contains a number of objectives that must be considered when determining options for weed management and 
vegetation control. 

These objectives are as follows: 

1. Take an integrated approach to weed management and vegetation control 

2. Ensure best practice in weed management and vegetation control 

3. Minimise agrichemical use 

4. Minimise non-target effects of agrichemical use 

5. Ensure public health and safety 

6. Protect and enhance the environment 

7. Empower the community to manage weeds in accordance with the policy 

8. Deliver weed management and vegetation control which is value for money 
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The policy does not suggest that these objectives should be considered in isolation to each other and recognises that the use of herbicides such 
as glyphosate is necessary for weed control purposes. 

It is considered that the existing use of glyphosate for vegetation control purposes in the road corridor fully complies with these objectives and the 
intent of the Weed Management Policy. 

AT representatives are part of the Auckland Council working group which is developing an action plan relating to the Weed Management Policy.  
The working group comprises representatives from relevant Council departments such as Parks, Cemeteries and Stormwater, AT and Watercare.  
The purpose of this initiative is to ensure that a consistent approach to weed management is taken across Council, including CCO’s.   

The goal is to deliver best practice weed management in the most cost-effective and efficient manner.  This working group has identified that 
chemical control (using glyphosate) is the most efficient method of vegetation control in terms of time, effectiveness and cost. 

Human Rights Violation 

The WMA have commissioned a Human Rights Impact Assessment (HRIA) in respect to Auckland Transport’s vegetation control programme.  
The HRIA has been prepared by the Environment and Human Rights Advisory (EHRA) which is a non-profit organisation based in Oregon, 
United States of America.  They provide HRIAs to environmental organisations, Government agencies and private firms upon request. 

It is suggested by EHRA and the WMA that human rights are being violated by AT using agrichemicals (specifically glyphosate) in the road 
corridor.  It is suggested that our current use of glyphosate for vegetation control purposes in the road corridor is negatively impacting on human 
health.   

The EPA has approved glyphosate for use in New Zealand in accordance with the Hazardous Substances and New Organisms Act 1996 (HSNO 
Act) and NZS 8409:2004 Management of Agrichemicals.  

AT is satisfied that its use of glyphosate in the road corridor fully complies with the relevant standards and specifications and is working with its 
road maintenance contractors to ensure that our use reflects industry best practice at all times. 

We are not aware of any evidence to support the view that the use of glyphosate in the manner that it is used in the road corridor poses any risk 
to human health. 

It is therefore considered that there is no basis for this claim. 

Furthermore glyphosate is widely used for roadside vegetation control, agricultural purposes and home maintenance throughout New Zealand 
and therefore any such violation, if it was to exist, would not be specific to AT. 

To help inform its position AT commissioned a literature review and also sought advice and guidance from the relevant government agencies, 
educational institutions and organisations such as Dairy New Zealand and Fonterra.   

It is noted that the use of glyphosate is currently going through an approval renewal process by the European Union (EU).  This review which was 
initiated by the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) in 2012 is due to be completed later this year. 
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Clearly the EPA will take direction from the findings of the EU review. 

Many of the concerns relating to the use of glyphosate are in relation to its use in conjunction with genetically modified crops (developed to be 
resistant to glyphosate) which are grown for human consumption.  The potential risks and possible exposure pathways to humans associated 
with this are completely different to those relating to the use of glyphosate for weed control purposes in the road corridor. 

Reference is also often made to studies that demonstrate that glyphosate is harmful to humans.  These studies often focus on the exposure of 
the undiluted chemical directly to the target organism or the organism’s immediate environment.  Such tests do not accurately reflect either the 
concentrations used, the duration of exposure nor the possible human exposure pathways when glyphosate is used for vegetation control 
purposes in the road corridor and therefore extrapolating the results to make inferences as to the impacts on human health of roadside spraying 
is not appropriate.   

 

Next steps 

Glyphosate is a low toxicity herbicide that is widely used for vegetation control purposes both within and outside the road corridor.  It is used by 
most if not all other Road Controlling Authorities in New Zealand. 

The use of glyphosate is preferred to other methods of vegetation control on the basis of effectiveness, safety and cost.  It requires less frequent 
applications than other methods of vegetation control as it kills the roots of the vegetation as well as the foliage. 

Glyphosate is approved for use in New Zealand by the EPA who set conditions and standards relating to the use of agrichemicals so as to ensure 
the safety of the public. 

AT is complying fully with these conditions and standards and is not aware of any evidence to suggest that the use of glyphosate for the purposes 
of vegetation control in the road corridor poses any risk to human health. 

Clearly should more relevant information become available or the conditions of use required by the EPA change then Auckland Transport will 
ensure that these requirements are met and/or review its position on its future use. 
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