
C O V E R  S T O R Y C O V E R  S T O R Y

Carey Gillam, author of Whitewash: 
The Story of a Weed Killer, Cancer and the 
Corruption of Science, says Monsanto’s  
research on glyphosate is highly suspect. For 
example, research fraud was discovered at 
two of the laboratories the company used 
regularly. In one of these labs, Industrial  
Bio-Test Laboratories, researchers would 
substitute dead or sick animals with new 
ones, but did not indicate this in their lab  
reports. There were also instances where 
false data was submitted if test results were 
not what the company wanted. 

Over the years, Monsanto has spent  
millions to protect its product. It paid scien-

tists to conduct studies to show it was safe. 
It sponsored experts who would counter if a 
paper or article suggested that it was unsafe 
and got ghost written articles in names of 
prominent scientists. This manipulated data 
blotted usepa’s own assessment in 1985 that 
said that the chemical was a carcinogen.

In March 2015, the International Agency 
for Research on Cancer (iarc), an agency 
under the World Health Organization (who), 
labelled it “probably carcinogenic” and found 
that it has links with non-Hodgkin’s lympho-
ma. This too has been countered by the  
company which called the global body’s  
assessment as “junk science”. In 2016, after 

intense lobbying, the industry managed to 
get a joint committe comprising members 
from the who and the Food and Agricultural 
Organization to say that “glyphosate is un-
likely to pose a carcinogenic risk to humans 
from exposure through diet”. However, iarc 
updated its review in 2017 and has still  
classified the chemical as a carcinogen.

But countries are finding it difficult to 
ban the chemical because of pressure from 
industry and farmers. Sri Lanka was the first 
country to ban the chemical in 2014 after a 
study linked it to chronic kidney disease, 
prevalent in many parts of the country. This 
study showed a link between diseased rice 

farmers and use of Roundup®. Researchers 
said that the chemical reacted with cadmi-
um and arsenic in groundwater to become 
more toxic. However, the ban was lifted in 
June 2018 due to pressure from tea planta-
tion owners who said the ban had led to crop 
losses worth more than US $157 million. 

In Thailand too, farmers and agriculture 
industry leaders have asked the government 
not to restrict its use. Here, it is used in  
plantation crops like oil palm, rubber and 
tropical fruits. They claimed that use of 
glyphosate allowed them to farm without  
tillage. This had environmental benefits such 
as less soil erosion, high water retention and  

Countries across the world have 
not been able to regulate the use 
of glyphosate
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SOUTH AMERICA 
Columbia: In 2015, the country 
outlawed the chemical, but in 
2017, it revoked the ban.

Argentina: Efforts to ban but the 
chemical continues to be used

AUSTRALIA
The Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines 
Authority said in 2016 that glyphosate does not pose a 
cancer risk. But alternative herbicides are being tested

EUROPEAN UNION 
The European Food Safety Authority says glyphosate is not genotoxic or 
carcinogenic. But the International Agency for Research on Cancer, a body of 
the World Health Organization, says glyphosate is a cancer causing agent. Yet, 
when the European Union voted in 2017, 18 countries backed glyphosate, 
while nine countries did not want its licence to be renewed. Some countries, 
however, are voicing their disapproval. France says it will ban its use three 
years from now, while Belgium has asked for an exit plan from the chemical

NORTH AMERICA 
USA : Though the US Environmental 
Protection Agency has said that glyphosate 
is not carcinogenic; 18 states have some 
restrictions on its use. However, the 
California Office of Environmental Health 
Hazard Assessment lists it as carcinogen 

Canada: The country's health authority 
says the chemical does not pose a cancer 
risk; eight out of the 10 provinces have 
some form of restriction 

AFRICA
South Africa: After civil 
society organisations launched 
a campaign to ban the 
chemical, the country's 
department of agriculture, 
forestry and fisheries are 
planning to evaluate its safety

ASIA
Sri Lanka: After cases of chronic 
kidney disease were reported in 
areas where the chemical was 
used, the country imposed a ban 
in 2014, but it revoked it in 2018 
due to pressure from tea 
plantation owners

India: The law says the chemical 
can be used only in tea 
plantations and non-crop areas. 
But its use is widespread. 
Recently, two states—Andhra 
Pradesh and Maharashtra—have 
tried to enforce restrictions
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