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Information Sheet: Neonicotinoid Pesticide Residues in Food – Recent Trends 

Prepared by John Points Consulting, September 2016 

 

The use of neonicotinoid insecticides has received much scrutiny over recent years, with concern that 

they may affect the long-term health of pollinating insects. 

The evidence base is inconclusive.  Laboratory high-dose exposure studies show clear adverse effects on 

bees, but results cannot be extrapolated to chronic low-dose exposure in the wild.  Landscape-scale 

studies are expensive, difficult to conduct and control, and those few that have been completed give 

contradictory results.  Historical epidemiological analysis is difficult, as any adverse effects due to 

neonicotinoids would be small compared to other variables such as agricultural / environmental 

changes and the global spread of parasitic and viral infections amongst honey bees.   

The issue has received a lot of media attention.  Irrespective of the scientific evidence base, non-

compliant neonicotinoid residues in food have a high potential for brand damage. 

Neonicotinoids can be used as seed-dressings or soil treatments to prevent young plants being attacked 

by soil insects, or as foliar sprays. The European Union has restricted1 the use of three neonicotinoids on 

crops whilst in flower, and as seed dressings for “bee-attractive” crops such as oil-seed rape, effective 

from the 2014 season.  The US Environmental Protection Agency signalled a similar intent in April 20152.  

Some food retailers have further restricted the use of neonicotinoids in their supply chains.  These 

restrictions and recommendations have not been applied consistently, and within the EU there have 

been some National derogations. 

In terms of the risk of residues in food, three ongoing trends can be hypothesised as a result of these 

restrictions and recommendations  

 A decrease in residues of neonicotinoids relative to other pesticide residues (substitution) 

 A relative increase in neonicotinoid residues in flowering fruit (due to later-season use of 

neonicotinoid sprays, with a consequent reduction in harvest intervals) 

 A relative shift from residues of neonicotinoids with the worst acute laboratory effects 

(imidacloprid) to those considered more “bee friendly” (thiacloprid) 

 

 

There is no evidence, from non-compliant pesticide residues as recorded in Horizonscan, of any of these 

trends.  The residue pattern appears unchanged over August 2014 – April 2016.   

 

The highest risk areas for non-compliant neonicotinoid residues remain:  

 

 Tea, from a variety of countries of origin 

 Chinese produce (largely accounted by onions) 

 African sesame seeds (Tanzania, Burkina Faso) 

Neonicotinoids account for a relatively high proportion of the non-compliant pesticide residues in 

Chinese, Sri Lankan and Moroccan produce, suggesting less emphasis on restricting their use than in 

other countries. 
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