Wildlife & Countryside Link response to the Veterinary Medicines Directorate Call for
Evidence on veterinary medicines containing fipronil or imidacloprid

This consultation response to the Veterinary Medicines Directorate (VMD) call for evidence
on veterinary medicines containing fipronil or imidacloprid, is on behalf of nature and
animal welfare coalition Wildlife and Countryside Link (Link)

Introduction

A third of global aquatic insect species are threatened with extinction. UK populations are
also declining in the diversity essential for healthy ecosystems. Chemical pollution of water
bodies is a major factor in this decline and the harm from veterinary medicines is a major,
emerging area of concern, but poorly regulated.

Fipronil and imidacloprid are frequently detected in UK rivers, often at levels above
ecological safety thresholds. Imidacloprid was recently identified as one of the highest risk
chemicals of concern across the whole Greater London catchment, while fipronil has been
ranked the organic chemical of most concern in surface waters in England, and top tenin
groundwaters. Both chemicals are highly toxic and have been associated with freshwater
invertebrate declines, with species such as mayflies and dragonflies particularly at risk. A
2026 study by Cardiff University found reductions of over 90% in the abundances of species
of mayflies and caddisflies at sites with increased concentrations of imidacloprid. Their
combined effects disrupt food webs and undermine ecosystem functions with cascading
effects on other wildlife, including fish and birds that depend on invertebrates as a vital food
source. New studies from the University of Sussex give some of the first evidence in wild
birds that these chemicals are being passed from contaminated nesting material (pet fur)
into eggs and avian tissue, and that they are also widely found in bird feather samples,
raising urgent questions about the broader ecological risks beyond polluting rivers.

Link’s submission strongly supports placing restrictions on the use of fipronil and
imidacloprid in veterinary medicines (vet meds); simply requiring point-of-sale advice will
not make any significant contribution to reducing emissions and damage they are causing to
aquatic life. Alternatively, making fipronil and imidacloprid prescription-only would be a
significant first step, but based on the available evidence would still not be sufficient to
resolve the pollution crisis. In our submission, we set out the need to suspend the use of
fipronil and imidacloprid as flea treatments entirely, as well as wider reforms needed to
improve the regulation of veterinary medicines to reduce their environmental impact and to
drive innovation in safer alternatives.

Section 3 — Evidence relating to environmental contamination

Q13. Do you hold any published or non-public evidence relating to the effects of residues
from veterinary medicines containing fipronil or imidacloprid on insects that live in water
or other non-target species?
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e Yes

Members of WCL’s Pesticides Working Group have published the following reports and
other evidence on these effects:

e WildFish. The problem of veterinary medicines in the aquatic environment (February
2026)

e Songbird Survival:
o Tassin de Montaigu, C., Glauser, G. et al. (2025) High prevalence of veterinary
drugs in bird’s nests. Science of The Total Environment 964
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2025.178439

o Tassin- de-Montaigu, C., Glauser, G., Guinchard, S. et al. Transfer of
veterinary parasiticides from the fur lining bird’s nest to eggs and
chicks. Environ Sci Pollut Res 33, 7070-7081 (2026).
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-026-37654-7

o Tank, P., Tassin-de-Montaigu, C., Glauser, G. et al. Ubiquitous presence of
pesticides in feathers of common UK birds. Environ Sci Pollut Res 33, 7059—
7069 (2026). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-026-37677-0

e Shardlow, M.E.A. (2026) The Flea Treatment Pollution Crisis - an Independent
Review. Wildlife and Countryside Link, London.

e Bourne-Taylor, H. (2026). The effects of veterinary tick and flea treatments on
freshwater invertebrates and ecosystems. Buglife - The Invertebrate Conservation
Trust

e Gill, J. ‘Flea treatment — the silent river killer’. River Action blog.

e Leighton, E. (2023) Froglife Croaks: Are our pet’s flea treatments harming pondlife?
Froglife blog. The following academic papers indicate sub-lethal effects on
amphibians:

o Wells, C. and Collins, C.M.T., 2022. A rapid evidence assessment of the
potential risk to the environment presented by active ingredients in the UK's
most commonly sold companion animal parasiticides. Environmental Science
and Pollution Research, 29, pp.45070-45088. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-022-20204-2

o Gibbons, D., Morrissey, C. and Mineau, P., 2015. A review of the direct and
indirect effects of neonicotinoids and fipronil on vertebrate wildlife.
Environmental Science and Pollution Research, 22, pp.103—118. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-014-3180-5

e 2013 Analysis of Environment Agency data by The Rivers Trust and the Wildlife and
Countryside Link, found that fipronil, permethrin and imidacloprid were widely
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present in English rivers in concentrations that exceed accepted safe limits for
wildlife. See also detailed analysis by PAN UK.

If yes, please upload supporting evidence (maximum file size: 25 MB). You may also
include written evidence below: [Free text option]

The Flea Treatment Crisis - an Independent Review. Shardlow, M.E.A. This report is a deep-
dive on:

e A summary of the latest science on the environmental effects and presence of these
chemicals (examples include Natural England concerns that flea treatments may
have caused a 90% decline in damselfly numbers in a Broads National Park SSSI);

e the pathways by which these substances enter the environment, which sets out how
unsafe levels in the environment can be directly attributed to their use in flea
treatment;

e modelling demonstrating the need to reduce fipronil levels entering waterways by
98% and imidacloprid by 84% to get within safe levels;

e recommended policy changes needed to drive these reductions including suspending
their use as flea treatments.

e ltincludes findings from some of the most recent academic studies including:

o Flea treatments in dandelions in public parks at levels that harm bees and
butterflies.

o Fipronil accumulating in at very high levels in invertebrates and fish.

o Fipronil being detected in a cloud.

Section 4 - Your view on any potential impacts of a change in distribution category to
restrict supply routes

Q15. Do you agree with a change in distribution category to restrict supply routes for
these medicines?

e Strongly agree

We strongly agree with restricting the supply of these medicines containing fipronil or
imidacloprid and removing from general sales.

However, a change that only requires point-of-sale professional advice (from a vet,
pharmacists or Suitably Qualified Person, typically someone working in a petshop) would do
little to minimise their environmental impact. Research funded by the VMD found no strong
evidence that pollution is primarily driven by failure to use these treatments correctly. It
found that fipronil and imidacloprid enter waterways through routine, correct use following
usage guidelines, and that emissions persist for weeks after treatment. Recent research,
shows that these substances continue to wash-off from dogs swimming throughout the
product’s duration of action, long after the guidelines which permit swimming from 3-5 days
after application.
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We strongly agree that a change in distribution category is required, but that the only
option that would achieve meaningful reductions in emissions would be to POM-V —
prescription-only, where medicine may only be supplied if prescribed by a vet following a
clinical, risk-based assessment of the animal, which must be under their care. This would
significantly reduce the quantity of pesticides being used, while continuing to ensure they
are technically available, if they are required.

In addition, we set out below the need to ban their use altogether (extending their ban in
agriculture and biocides to pet treatments), as well as wider reforms to drive innovation in
safer alternatives and to address systemic failures in regulating veterinary medicines and
assessing their environmental impacts.

16. Please provide additional information, particularly on impacts of a potential change in
distribution category for you, your business, or the wider sector (for example costs,
accessibility, animal health and welfare).

We set out below the measures that are needed to achieve meaningful emission reductions
to limit harms to aquatic wildlife and ecosystems.

Do you hold any published or non-public evidence relating to the effects of residues from
veterinary medicines containing fipronil or imidacloprid on insects that live in water or
other non-target species?

1. Reforms needed to improve the regulation of veterinary medicines to reduce their
environmental impact and to drive innovation in safer alternatives

The independent review by Matt Shardlow above has highlighted a failure to identify likely
environmental risks when these products were first authorised and a failure to take action
in 2014-15 when environmental detections and laboratory studies first indicated there
could be a problem. These highlight weaknesses more generally in the process for
authorising and regulating vet meds which need addressing urgently to prevent the
authorisation of new treatments that are later found to be as harmful and to drive
innovation in safer alternatives.

Inadequate authorisation process: Many scientists and vets have identified considerable
flaws in the authorisation process for vet meds in comparison to other regulatory regimes,
where products are authorised and classified by the VMD based on a Benefit:Risk Analysis
(provided by the pharma company that ‘mark their own homework’) and this leads to an
assessment. A vet med can be authorised even if it has a risk of undesirable effects on the
environment if the VMD considers that the benefit-risk balance is still favourable. If the
assessment is deemed favourable and risk mitigation to environment and to human health
considered adequate, then the products go on sale, often general sale.

Lack of environmental assessment: Currently, the Veterinary Medicines Regulations Act
2013 provides the regulatory framework for veterinary medicines in the UK. If a vet med is
not used on food-producing animals in large quantities, it has been treated by the VMD as
exempt from detailed ecotoxicological assessment, despite the broad usage (given large




numbers of companion animals in the UK) and growing body of evidence regarding
ecotoxicity. An ecotoxicological assessment should be made mandatory, but there are
weaknesses in these testing regimes currently, which are unable to encompass the full
range of real-world toxic effects that could emerge when used at scale. The pre-approval
process for identifying negative impacts needs to be much improved to prevent in future
the type of harm which has already been caused by fipronil and imidacloprid. If the flea
treatments of the future have not previously been used as agricultural pesticides, there may
be little data to assess the risk they present to wildlife.

Lack of transparency: Regulatory studies used to support authorisations are generally
prevented from release due to commercial confidentiality claims, e.g. freedom of
information requests to see the evidence base for a favourable assessment have been
frequently refused on these grounds. WildFish guotes Professor lan Boyd, former Chief
Scientific Adviser at Defra, who describes how this lack of transparency (in relation to
authorisation of pesticides for agricultural use) undermines public goods: “I also saw that
the agri-chemical and farming industries appeared to misunderstand the duty they have to
promote transparency in how they supply and use pesticides. Too often, it seemed that, to
them, the function of regulation was to protect their business interests rather than to
deliver public goods”.

Lack of action in response to environmental harms identified post-authorisation: Since
Brexit, all vet meds, once authorised in GB, are authorised indefinitely. But as the case of
fipronil and imidacloprid in pet flea treatments has shown, the system for reporting adverse
impacts post-authorisation and acting on them is wholly adequate. The Veterinary
Medicines Regulations 2013 states “The Secretary of State must update the assessment
report whenever new information that is of importance and relates to the quality, safety or
efficacy of the veterinary medicinal product becomes available”. The Shardlow review
highlighted the lack of action, even once clear evidence emerged showing ecotoxicologically
significant levels in British rivers and in rivers downstream of water used by companion
animals, e.g. from no significant changes to restrictions on product labels, to no review of
the authorisation reports.

In its report, WildFish identified many elements of the regulation of vet meds that are
currently failing to be applied in order to protect the environment, and have drafted
amendments to the legislation for improving this system, including:
e Adjusting the weighting given to adverse effects on the environment in the ‘benefit-
risk’ assessment and when it should be considered unfavourable.
e Requiring applications to include an evaluation of the most up-to-date academic
knowledge relevant to risks and full environmental risk assessments.
e Improving the transparency of regulatory data and timely publication of all
information supporting applications.
e Requiring post-marketing environmental surveillance of adverse impacts not picked
up in the authorisation application.

Despite recommendations made in 2002 by the Environment Agency and again in 2017 by
Buglife there has been little progress in understanding the effects of flea treatments, other
than Fipronil and Imidacloprid, on the environment. All approved flea treatment chemicals
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have been assessed as being Very Toxic to aquatic life by chemicals authorities (ECHA or
EFSA) — except Nitenpyram and Pyriprole which have not been assessed by the agencies.
There is a risk that shifting use from one chemical to another will only result in the damage
to the environment being shifted from one chemical to another, less well understood,
chemical. Itis therefore necessary to consider how to reduce overall use of all flea
treatments that are very toxic to aquatic and terrestrial life, and to review alternative
approaches to parasite control in other European countries and non-chemical methods of
parasite prevention.

2. National monitoring of veterinary parasiticide residues in surface waters and
adoption of Environmental Quality Standards - for fipronil, imidacloprid and their
substitutes

Academic papers repeatedly highlight the lack of consistent monitoring of vet meds in the
water environment in the UK, which is still relatively ad hoc and often done by non-
regulatory bodies or indeed volunteers. WildFish has set out how only a fraction of UK
waters are routinely tested for these chemicals and in many cases, only a small subset of
potential pesticides are quantified. For chemicals introduced as veterinary parasiticides
more recently (e.g. afoxolaner, selamectin, and fluralaner), environmental data are even
more scarce — with most monitoring schemes ignoring them completely.

Since leaving the EU, the UK has not established an equivalent to the EU’s ‘Watch List’ of
substances (which the OEP has highlighted) or matched new additions to its Priority
Substances List or its more stringent water quality standards (EQSs) for some of the
chemicals on the list. As part of recent improvements made to water quality legislation, the
EU has added Imidacloprid to its list of Priority Substances (but not Fipronil) that are
monitored and have an associated Environmental Quality Standard. The UK has added
neither chemical substance on its equivalent list, which has not been updated since EU exit.

All authorised veterinary medicines and their breakdown products should be regularly
monitored in the Environment Agency (EA) Prioritisation and Early Warning System (PEWS),
to make sure concentrations stay within safe limits as determined by the latest scientific
evidence. Existing Environmental Quality Standards for Fipronil and Imidacloprid should be
adopted for use in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and timebound pollution
reduction targets set for bringing levels done to within safe levels. EQSs should be
developed and adopted for substitutes like isooxazolines, fluralaner, and afoxolaner to
assess their environmental impact and safety comprehensively.

3. Suspend the use of Fipronil and Imidacloprid as flea treatments

There is significant concern about the lack of evidence for demonstrating that moving the
status of these medicines to online and over-the-counter with professional approval will
resolve the environmental issue we currently face, as this will mean they can continue to be
purchased but with advice on how they are applied and disposed of. While the recent
launch of a Government campaign to promote the more environmentally aware use of flea
treatments is welcome, scientists and vets have highlighted that emissions are occurring
even through correct usage, disputing industry claims that these treatments are safe when
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used correctly. There is also growing evidence about their increasing lack of efficacy (with
one study finding 62% of cats and 45% of dogs that had been treated with a fipronil-based
product that was 'in date' at the point of inspection still had fleas), with growing number of
studies suggesting that fleas and ticks are developing resistance to these treatments, as well
as the efficacy of alternatives that can also treat household infestations (although little is
known about their environmental risks, highlighting the need for these wider reforms).

In ‘The Flea Treatment Crisis - an Independent Review’ (chapter 8), the author has
estimated that a c.98% reduction in Fipronil and a c.84% reduction in Imidacloprid pollution
is needed to bring pollution down from current to acceptable levels. This review finds it
highly improbable that changing the prescription status of Fipronil or Imidacloprid will
achieve these necessary reductions in pollution levels. He concludes that revoking the
authorisations for Fipronil and Imidacloprid flea treatments would be the quickest and most
effective way of significantly reducing inputs into water bodies, in addition to the wider
reforms (as set out above) needed to prevent their substitution with alternatives that are
later found to be equally or even more harmful.

4. ‘One substance, one assessment approach’: Aligning regulatory frameworks for
and environmental protections from pesticides which are currently regulated
under different regimes - namely veterinary parasiticides, plant protection products
and biocides

Both imidacloprid and fipronil are banned in outdoor agricultural use in the UK and EU, and
Fipronil has also been banned for use as a biocide. Buglife has set out how imidacloprid was
banned for outdoor agricultural use in 2018 and the European Commission restricted the
agricultural use of fipronil in 2013, with its reapproval for use as a plant protection product
ending in 2017 when it was deliberately not reapproved. The government’s welcome 2024
policy paper setting out its intention to end the use of neonicotinoid pesticides due to their
substantial risks to pollinators, including through emergency authorisations, was not applied
to imidacloprid when used for purposes outside agricultural plant protection products.
However, there is evidence that sales of these harmful substances have increased and are
now close to levels before they were banned in agriculture, suggesting these products have
moved to those sectors where they are still authorised.

There should be an automatic ban on the continued use in vet meds of active substances
deemed too harmful for use on agricultural crops, including imidacloprid and fipronil.

The Office for Environmental Protection has recommended a ‘one substance, one
assessment’ approach to “reduce duplication of technical and scientific work on chemicals
and would optimise cross-government resource and expertise to support government
priorities”. The European Commission has a long-standing aim to facilitate a “one substance,
one assessment” approach in line with its Chemicals Strategy for Sustainability. This was, for
example, evident in the recent role the European Chemicals Agency (ECHA) has been given
to prepare future revisions of water pollutant lists and their standards to drive
improvements to water quality.
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Names of supporting organisations:

Angling Trust

British Dragonfly Society
Buglife

Bumblebee Conservation Trust
Friends of the Earth

Froglife

Institute of Fisheries Management
Pesticide Action Network UK
River Action

SongBird Survival

The Rivers Trust

WildFish



