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Betreff: Offener Brief: Prüfung der Karzinogenität von Glyphosat durch 

EFSA und BfR 
 

 

Sehr geehrter Herr Professor Portier, 

 

Zunächst herzlichen Dank, dass Sie mir den Offenen Brief vom 27. November 2015 

bezüglich der jüngsten Neubewertung von Glyphosat durch die EFSA zu lesen 

gegeben haben, den Sie an den EU-Kommissar für Gesundheit und 

Lebensmittelsicherheit, Vytenis Andriukaitis, geschickt haben. Mein Schreiben 

richtet sich direkt an Sie und die Mitunterzeichner Ihres Briefes, und ich vertraue 

darauf, dass Sie Ihnen meine Antwort mitteilen werden. 

Ich möchte zunächst auf einige allgemeine Punkte eingehen, die Sie zur Sprache 

bringen, insbesondere solche hinsichtlich des regulativen Verfahrens für das Peer-

Review von Pestiziden in der Europäischen Union und der Transparenz dieses 

Verfahrens. 

Außerdem gibt Ihnen der hiesige Anhang eingehende Antworten auf die in Ihrem 

Brief aufgeworfenen wissenschaftlichen Fragen. Dazu zählen beispielsweise 

Erläuterungen zu den Ergebnissen von Karzinogenitätsstudien an Tieren, die 

Interpretation der in der IARC-Monographie berichteten Tumoren sowie 

mechanistische Informationen. 

Ich möchte einen vorrangigen Punkt hervorheben. Glyphosat ist derzeit ein eifrig 

diskutiertes Thema, das insbesondere diejenigen von uns, die mit seiner Bewertung 

befasst sind, zwingt, den Rechtsrahmen, in dem wir tätig sind, deutlich zu machen. 

Auf diese Weise vermeiden wir es, die politischen Entscheidungsträger, die sich auf 

unsere Beratung verlassen, und die Öffentlichkeit im Allgemeinen zu verwirren, die 

darauf angewiesen sind, dass wir die höchsten Standards zum Schutz der 

öffentlichen Gesundheit wahren. 

IARC-Bewertung als möglicher erster Schritt zu einer vollständigen Bewertung 

Wie die WHO auf ihrer Website in der Präambel zu den IARC-Monographien 

feststellt, können die IARC-Beurteilungen einen ersten Schritt zur ins Auge zu 

fassenden Krebsrisikobewertung – soweit vorhanden – durch nationale und 

internationale Behörden wie die EFSA darstellen, etwa wenn diese ihre eigenen 

Bewertungen vornehmen. 

Ich teile die Ansicht, dass IARC eine wichtige Rolle bei der Screening-Bewertung 

karzinogener Potentiale von Wirkstoffen spielt. Jedoch sollten wir diese erste 

Screening-Bewertung nicht mit der umfassenderen Risikobewertung vergleichen, 

wie sie von Behörden wie der EFSA durchgeführt wird, deren Aufgabe es ist, das 

regulative Verfahren für Pestizide in enger Zusammenarbeit mit den 

Mitgliedsstaaten in der EU zu unterstützen. 

GESCHÄFTSFÜHRENDER DIREKTOR 
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Glyphosat ist nicht der erste chemische Stoff, bei dem ein Unterschied zwischen 

dem IARC-Screening und der abschließenden umfassenden Bewertung durch 

Zulassungsbehörden besteht. Beim Vergleich der IARC-Kategorisierungen mit den 

harmonisierten EU-Einstufungen werden Sie auf Stoffe mit gleichwertigen und auf 

solche mit unterschiedlichen Einstufungen stoßen. Das belegt, dass das IARC-

Screening zwar in dem Beurteilungsprozess Berücksichtigung findet, jedoch nicht 

zwangsläufig bestätigt wird. 

Die EFSA-Bewertung von Glyphosat stellt einen wichtigen Teil des EU-

Zulassungssystems von Pflanzenschutzmitteln dar – das allgemein als eines der 

strengsten der Welt gilt. Dieses System wurde in jüngster Zeit, nämlich im Jahre 

2009, durch das Europäische Parlament und die Regierungen der Mitgliedsstaaten 

als Mitgesetzgebung innerhalb des Rates der Europäischen Union aktualisiert (EU-

Verordnung 1107/2009). 

Im Rahmen dieses Systems hat die EFSA sich seit 2003 bei der Bewertung von 

Hunderten von Wirkstoffen bewegt. Diese Bewertungen identifizierten potentielle 

Bedrohungen der menschlichen Gesundheit und der Umwelt und ermöglichten es 

der Europäischen Kommission und den Mitgliedsstaaten, Auflagen für die sichere 

Anwendung von Pflanzenschutzmitteln in Europa zu erlassen. Sie führten auch zur 

Verbannung von mehr als 40 Wirkstoffen und deren einschlägigen Rezepturen vom 

EU-Markt. Dieses System galt auch bei der Bewertung des Risikos von 

Neonicotinoiden für Bienen, die später einem EU-Moratorium unterworfen wurden. 

Die EFSA-Bewertung wurde als erste nach dem Erscheinen der IARC-Monographie 

im Juli veröffentlicht, und weltweit führen andere Organisationen ähnliche 

Bewertungen durch, darunter das Joint FAO/WHO Meeting on Pesticide Residues, 

dessen eigene Bewertung von Glyphosat im Mai 2016 erscheinen soll, und das die 

EFSA um sämtliche verfügbaren wissenschaftlichen Informationen aus deren 

eigenen aktuellen Bewertungen gebeten hat, um dieses Vorhaben zu ermöglichen. 

 

Unterschiedliche Einstufungssysteme 

 

Die EFSA verwendet ein von den Vereinten Nationen eigens für chemische Stoffe 

entwickeltes Einstufungssystem (UN-GHS zur Einstufung und Kennzeichnung von 

Chemikalien). Als eine der ersten implementierte die EU-Gesetzgebung dieses 

System, das die Erkennung von Gefährdungen durch jeden chemischen Stoff sowie 

Verbindungen (z. B. Pflanzenschutzmittel-Rezepturen) ermöglichte. 

Das Erkennungsziel des IARC-Einstufungssystems erklärt, warum Chemikalien in 

Pflanzenschutzmitteln wie Glyphosat, rotes Fleisch oder bei hohen Temperaturen 

gebratene Lebensmittel sich in dieselbe IARC-Kategorie als wahrscheinlich 

krebserzeugend einstufen lassen. Aber es ist wichtig daran zu erinnern, dass diese 

Einstufungen nur einen Teil des Informationskatalogs bei einer Risikobewertung 

darstellen, auf die die Entscheidungen des öffentlichen Gesundheitswesens sich 

gegebenenfalls stützen. 

Das breite Screening von IARC deckte sowohl den Wirkstoff Glyphosat als auch 

Glyphosat-basierte Pflanzenschutzmittel-Rezepturen ab, während die EFSA sich nur 

auf den Wirkstoff konzentrierte, wie es das EU-Recht vorschreibt. In der EU sind die 

einzelnen Mitgliedsstaaten für die Beurteilung der Sicherheit von auf ihrem 

Staatsgebiet eingesetzten Pflanzenschutzmittel-Rezepturen verantwortlich, 

einschließlich der Bewertung der sonstigen Inhaltsstoffe (der Beistoffe). 

EFSA lädt IARC zur Diskussion wissenschaftlicher Divergenzen ein 

Im Bestreben nach Klärung wissenschaftlicher Divergenzen und entsprechend den 

EFSA-Prinzipien der Offenheit und Transparenz haben EFSA und IARC vereinbart, 

sich im Jahre 2016 zusammenzusetzen, um die unterschiedlichen 

Nachweisverfahren und Methoden zu diskutieren, die in den beiden Organisationen 

zur Anwendung kommen. Beide Faktoren spielen eine Rolle bei der Erklärung der 

Divergenzen zwischen den Bewertungen des karzinogenen Potentials von 

Glyphosat, und wir freuen uns auf den Austausch der Standpunkte mit IARC  
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entlang dieser Maßgaben. 
 
Die EFSA hat eine offene und transparente Bewertung durchgeführt 

 

Abschließend möchte ich die Frage der Transparenz ansprechen. Ich möchte 

entschieden Ihrer Behauptung widersprechen, die EFSA hätte ihrer Bewertung keine 

offenen und objektiven Kriterien zugrunde gelegt. Die EFSA hat gemäß den 

gesetzlichen Auflagen ein wissenschaftliches Peer-Review zusammen mit 

Mitgliedsstaaten bei gleichzeitiger Einholung von Sachverständigenmeinungen und 

öffentlichen Konsultationen auf transparente Weise durchgeführt, so wie sie das bei 

sämtlichen Pflanzenschutzmittel-Wirkstoffen zu tun pflegt. 

Die EFSA-Schlussfolgerung sowie sämtliche damit zusammenhängenden 
Hintergrunddokumente, die sich auf rund 6.000 Seiten summieren, wurden auf der  

Website1 der EFSA veröffentlicht. Zu diesen Dokumenten gehört der öffentliche 
Konsultationsbericht, der darstellt, wie sowohl auf sämtliche Stellungnahmen von 
Mitgliedsstaaten eingegangen wurde ebenso wie auf 29 Einsendungen von 
Einzelpersonen und Organisationen, einschließlich einer Reihe von Umwelt-NGOs. 

Ein wesentlicher Faktor jeder rechtlichen wissenschaftlichen Bewertung ist die 

Gewährleistung der Konsistenz der Beurteilungen. Die Standpunkte von 

Sachverständigen der Mitgliedsstaaten, die ihre Informationen aus mehreren 

öffentlichen Organisationen innerhalb ihrer Mitgliedstaaten gewinnen, bevor sie 

konsolidierte Stellungnahmen abgeben, werden in Expertengruppen aus 

unterschiedlichen wissenschaftlichen Fachgebieten wie etwa Ökotoxikologie oder 

Säugetiertoxikologie diskutiert. Experten von IARC, JMPR, ECHA und US EPA 

wurden zu den Sachverständigenkonsultationen als Beobachter hinzugezogen, um 

die Karzinogenität von Glyphosat zu diskutieren. Die Berichte solcher 

Zusammenkünfte oder Telefonkonferenzen werden ebenfalls in den 

Hintergrunddokumenten auf der Website von EFSA veröffentlicht. 

Außerdem fordert die EFSA zur Sicherstellung der Transparenz die Wissenschaftler 

der Mitgliedsstaaten, die an dem Peer-Review teilnehmen, auf, eine Erklärung ihrer 

Interessen (Declaration of Interest – DoI) vorzulegen, obwohl sie gesetzlich nicht 

dazu verpflichtet sind. Diese DoIs werden auf der Website der EFSA veröffentlicht. 

Die Mitgliedsstaaten sind europaweit mit einem breiten Spektrum öffentlicher 

Institutionen assoziiert. 

Ich möchte einen abschließenden aber wichtigen Punkt zur Transparenz 

ansprechen. Die Hintergrunddokumente liefern ausführliche Informationen darüber, 

wie EFSA und Mitgliedsstaaten jede Studie, einschließlich von der Industrie 

gesponserter Studien, bewerten, und wie all jene, die mit Ausnahme Schwedens 

teilgenommen haben, zu dem Schluss gekommen sind, dass Glyphosat 

wahrscheinlich kein Krebsrisiko für Menschen darstellt. 

Art und Umfang der von der EFSA über diese Studien veröffentlichten 

Informationen sind vergleichbar mit denen, die man in den Berichten von US EPA 

und JMPR findet, derer sich IARC zur Bewertung der Karzinogenität bei Tieren 

bedient. Sie sind auch vergleichbar mit Art und Umfang der Informationen, die man 

in Artikeln der frei zugänglichen wissenschaftlichen Literatur findet. IARC und 

jegliche sonstigen Interessenten sind herzlich eingeladen, die Informationen zu 

prüfen, die die EFSA auf ihrer Website veröffentlicht hat. 

Schlussfolgernd hoffe ich sehr, dass dieser Brief zur Beseitigung von Zweifeln 

beiträgt, die Sie vielleicht an dem Verfahren hegten, das die EFSA bei ihrer 

Bewertung von Glyphosat verfolgt hat, oder auch an unserer Verpflichtung zu 

gewährleisten, dass dieses Verfahren so offen und transparent wie möglich 

gestaltet ist. 

Darüber hinaus bin ich zuversichtlich, dass die wissenschaftlichen Einzelheiten, die 

Sie im nachstehenden Anhang finden, dazu beitragen werden, Ihr Verständnis 

bezüglich der Ansätze und Methoden zu fördern, mittels derer wir zu unseren  



4  

 

 

 

 

 

Schlussfolgerungen gelangt sind. 

 

Mit freundlichen Grüßen 

Bernhard Url 

Bitte beachten Sie, dass es sich bei der vorliegenden deutschen Fassung des Briefs 

um eine Übersetzung aus dem Englischen handelt, welche als die offizielle Version 

anzusehen ist. 

 

 

1 http://www.efsa.europa.eu/de/press/news/151119a 

 

 

 

http://www.efsa.europa.eu/de/press/news/151119a




 

 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 

 
European Food Safety Authority • Via Carlo Magno 1A • 43126 Parma • ITALY 

Tel. +39 0521 036 200 • Fax +39 0521 036 0200 • www.efsa.europa.eu 

ANNEX 

Specific responses to the open letter sent by Prof. Christopher 

Portier and others to Vytenis Andriukaitis, EU Commissioner 
for Health and Food Safety  

 

This annex addresses specific scientific comments made in the open letter of 27 

November 2015 to Commissioner Andriukaitis on a review of the carcinogenicity of 

glyphosate by EFSA and the BfR, signed by Prof. Christopher Portier and 95 

scientists (hereafter referred to as the ‘open letter’). The annex responds also to 

direct quotes from the open letter.  

 

I. General comment 

 

The open letter states: “Addendum 1 (the BfR Addendum) of the RAR[2] discusses 

the scientific rationale for differing from the IARC WG conclusion.” 

 

It is noted that the open letter does not always refer correctly to a) the German 

Rapporteur Member State (RMS) assessment and proposal; b) the outcome of the 

experts’ discussions; and c) the final conclusion by EFSA (EFSA, 2015a). 

 

The revised Renewal Assessment Report (Germany, 2015) presents the final views 

of the Rapporteur Member State (Germany), taking into account the comments 

received from the public consultation and the discussions held with the other EU 

Member States and EFSA. It includes the Addendum assessing the findings of the 

IARC monograph.  

 

The Peer Review Report (EFSA, 2015b) captures transparently all comments 

received on the draft Renewal Assessment Report (Germany, 2013) and follow-up 

submissions thereof, including Addendum 1, the report from the discussions at the 

various expert meetings, the comments on the additional information requested by 

EFSA and the comments submitted on the draft EFSA Conclusion and how these 

have been addressed.  

 

The two documents mentioned above support EFSA’s final view, presented in the 

EFSA Conclusion (EFSA, 2015a). EFSA has also published a complementary paper 

summarising its assessment of the genotoxicity and carcinogenicity assessments, 

which is also available on the EFSA website (EFSA, 2015c). 

 

EFSA notes that the EU assessment on the potential carcinogenicity hazard of 

glyphosate is based on the UN Global Harmonised System of classification and 

labelling of chemicals (United Nations, 2003 and posterior revisions every two 
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years), implemented in the EU through the Classification, Labelling and Packaging 

(CLP) Regulation1. The hazard categories are: 

 Category 1: Known or presumed human carcinogens 

 Cat 1A: Known to have carcinogenic potential for humans 

(human data) 

 Cat 1B: Presumed to have carcinogenic potential for humans 

(animal data) 

 Category 2: Suspected human carcinogens 

 No classification: classification criteria not met 

 

IARC uses a different classification scheme, with different groups2; however, “there 

is a strong link between IARC and CLP classification criteria” (ECHA Guidance on the 

Application of the CLP Criteria 2013, 2015), as the definitions for sufficient and 

limited evidence as defined by IARC are part of the CLP criteria.  

 

 

II. Evidence from human epidemiological studies 

 

a) Overall considerations on scientific evidence from 

epidemiological studies  

 

The open letter states: “The EFSA conclusion that ‘glyphosate is unlikely to pose a 

carcinogenic hazard to humans’ is inappropriate when available data support the 

determination of limited evidence of carcinogenicity in humans.” 

 

According to the Guidance on the Application of CLP criteria (ECHA 2013, 2015): 

“The evidence relevant to carcinogenicity from studies in humans is classified into 

one of the following categories: 

 

— sufficient evidence of carcinogenicity: a causal relationship has been 

established between exposure to the agent and human cancer. That is, a 

positive relationship has been observed between the exposure and cancer in 

studies in which chance, bias and confounding could be ruled out with 

reasonable confidence; 

— limited evidence of carcinogenicity: a positive association has been 

observed between exposure to the agent and cancer for which a causal 

interpretation is considered to be credible, but chance, bias or confounding 

could not be ruled out with reasonable confidence” 

 

                                       
1 Regulation (EC) No 1272/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 December 2008 on classification, 

labelling and packaging of substances and mixtures, amending and repealing Directives 67/548/EEC and 1999/45/EC, 

and amending Regulation (EC) No 1907/2006. OJ L 353, 31.12.2008, 1-1355. 

 
2IARC classification for carcinogenic agents (not just chemicals) 

 Group 1. The agent is carcinogenic to humans 

 Group 2. 

 Group 2A. The agent is probably carcinogenic to humans 

 Group 2B. The agent is possibly carcinogenic to humans 

 Group 3. The agent is not classifiable as to its carcinogenicity to humans 

 Group 4. The agent is probably not carcinogenic to humans 
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With regard to the criteria for the definition of “sufficient” and “limited” evidence, 

IARC acknowledges the possibility of deviating from the indications based on 

experts’ judgement, as all relevant scientific data may be assigned with a higher or 

lower category than a strict interpretation of the criteria (as referred to in the IARC 

preamble 2006).  

 

Regarding epidemiological studies, the IARC and EFSA assessments are based on 

the same evidence.  

 

In line with the CLP criteria and ECHA guidance (ECHA, 2013; 2015), the two key 

points considered in the EU assessment are: 

 

 The assessment of chance, bias or confounding effects in the statistical 

associations.  

 The credibility of the causal interpretation. In this sense, it should be noted 

that the different conclusions regarding genotoxicity and carcinogenicity in 

animals from IARC and EFSA lead to different views regarding the credibility 

of the causal interpretation. 

 

In the IARC Non-Hodgkin Lymphoma (NHL) meta-analysis, Schinasi and Leon 

(2014) reported on the relationship between 14 groups of herbicides and 

insecticides. In nine (64%) of the groups they found either the group as a whole, or 

one or more of the individual pesticides within those groups, to be statistically 

significantly associated with risk for NHL.  

 

Considering the above CLP criteria and, in particular, “the assessment of chance, 

bias or confounding effects in the statistical associations”, the question needs to be 

addressed as to whether these statistical relationships are supportive of a causal 

relationship between exposure and the specific active ingredients in these 

pesticides. As discussed in the epidemiological literature, specific concerns in this 

regard include:  

 

 characterisation and assessment of the risk factor of interest, i.e. in this 

case the active ingredient glyphosate itself; 

 variation in disease definition;  

 characterisation and measurement of exposure to the risk factor; 

 confounding by other risk factors – including other pesticides; and  

 exploratory statistical analyses, without correction for multiple testing.  

 

In contrast to the IARC evaluation of the epidemiological studies as being of limited 

evidence, the EU experts have concluded that the human evidence is very limited 

and, therefore, insufficient for classification under the CLP criteria. There is a 

minority view (one EU Member State) considering that the information is sufficient 

for limited evidence in humans according to the CLP Regulation (Category 2); this 

minority view can be considered in line with the IARC assessment of 

epidemiological studies as limited evidence. This conclusion and the minority 

opinion are both reported in the Conclusion (EFSA, 2015a) and the details are 

presented in the Peer Review Report (EFSA, 2015b). 
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b) Specific considerations on scientific evidence from epidemiological 

studies  

 

The open letter states: “To provide a reasonable interpretation of the findings, an 

evaluation needs to properly weigh studies according to their quality rather than 

simply count the number of positives and negatives. The meta-analyses cited in the 

IARC monograph and done by WG are excellent examples of an objective 

evaluation of the existence positive association; both meta-analyses showed a 

statistically significant association.” 

 

EFSA notes that, in reality, the meta-analyses that are mentioned weigh the studies 

based on the confidence limits of the Odds Ratio, which is based on its standard 

error, which in turn depends on the study size. Thus the weighing does consider the 

number of cases/subjects at least indirectly. Furthermore, among the studies 

included in this meta-analysis, there was no other stated weight-adjustment for 

study design or elements of study quality. 

 

The open letter states: “There were only 92 NHL cases included in the AHS 

[Agricultural Health Study] unadjusted analysis and fewer in the adjusted analyses, 

compared to 650 in a pooled case-control analysis from the Unites States.” 

 

EFSA notes that a comparison is made between the relative strength of the De Roos 

et al. (2003) case-control study versus the De Roos et al. (2005) cohort study, by 

using just one figure from each of these two studies. This is misleading. EFSA 

suggests that the following numbers from the two studies should be considered 

instead. 

 

De Roos et al. (2003) case control study (analyses of pooled data from 

three studies) 

 

 Cases Controls Total 

Exposed 36 61 97 

Non-exposed 614 1,872 2,486 

 650 1,933 2,583 

 

De Roos et al. (2005) cohort study 

 NHL No  

NHL 

Total 

Exposed 71 40,964 41,035 

Non-exposed 21 13,259 13,280 

 92 54,223 54,315 

 

Taking this full set into account, it is not clear why the power of the De Roos et al. 

(2005) study would be in doubt, when comparing it to its predecessor case-control 

study (De Roos et al., 2003). In fact, please note that even the IARC meta-analysis 

(Schinasi and Leon, 2014) gives a (somewhat) higher weight to the De Roos et al. 

(2005) study (21%) than to the De Roos et al. (2003) study (15%).     
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c) Conclusions 

 

As highlighted by Nordström et al. (1998), and in contrast to other occupational 

exposures, farming can involve exposure to many chemicals. This is one reason 

why the question as to whether human exposure to glyphosate formulations, let 

alone glyphosate by itself, lead to NHL is difficult to answer through epidemiological 

studies. One approach to dealing with such an issue is to assess an entire class of 

compounds, without determining which specific chemical(s) might be responsible. 

For pesticides the approach is to examine each pesticide active substance 

independently, as is being done for these and other regulated substances in various 

jurisdictions worldwide. 

 

III. Evidence from animal carcinogenicity studies 

 

a) General comments 

 

In the open letter it is assumed that the use of historical control data was the only 

reason in the EFSA assessment for considering that the studies indicating non-

statistically significant differences in the pair-wise analysis but significant trends 

were insufficient for supporting classification under the CLP Regulation. 

 

This is not correct, as the EFSA assessment (EFSA, 2015a) is based on weight of 

evidence, fully in line with the CLP criteria and the ECHA guidance (ECHA, 2013; 

2015), regarding the biological relevance of observed incidences for the assessment 

of the carcinogenicity potential of glyphosate:  

 

“No evidence of carcinogenicity was confirmed by the large majority of the experts 

(with the exception of one minority view) in either rats or mice due to a lack of 

statistical significance in pair-wise comparison tests, lack of consistency in multiple 

animal studies and slightly increased incidences only at dose levels at or above the 

limit dose/MTD, lack of preneoplastic lesions and/or being within historical control 

range. The statistical significance found in trend analysis (but not in pair-wise 

comparison) per se was balanced against the former considerations.” (EFSA, 

2015a) 

 

In addition, the open letter claims that the historical control data were not 

considered properly, but as explained below this is not correct either.  

 

The scientific principles used by EFSA in the evaluation of animal carcinogenicity 

studies, in line with the regulatory context of our evaluation, are summarised 

below; the details are included in the background documents supporting the EFSA 

conclusion (Germany 2015; EFSA 2015b). 

 

EFSA and the experts of the member countries, including the RMS, had access to 

and evaluated the original studies. Comprehensive description and evaluation of the 

new long-term studies by the RMS in its Renewal Assessment Report was not taken 

into consideration by IARC even though this information was publicly available from 

April 2014. IARC used a new interpretation and statistical evaluation (by trend 
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tests) of tumour incidences that are from older studies and have been discussed by 

the JMPR and the US-EPA. 

 

b) Statistical assessment  

 

EFSA is of the opinion that the planning of a study before the initiation of the 

experimentation as established in the respective protocol – which includes the 

planned statistical analysis – is a key element in assessing the quality of a study; 

therefore deviations from the statistical analysis used by the study authors should 

be limited and properly justified. This is in line with OECD recommendations: “The 

central concept of this document is that the experimental design represents the 

strategy for answering the question of interest and that the specific statistical 

analyses are tactical methods used to help answer the questions. Therefore, the 

statistical methods most appropriate for the analysis of the data collected should be 

established at the time of designing the experiment and before the study starts.” 

(OECD, 2012). 

 

The studies under consideration were designed for pair-wise comparisons, and this 

was the statistical method considered in the EU assessment. IARC based its 

assessment on previous evaluations of studies as carried out by the US-EPA and 

the FAO/WHO JMPR, which included a Cochran analysis. In 2014 the US-EPA 

decided to disregard the result of the analysis because the biological relevance of 

the findings could not be proven.  

 

As indicated in the open letter, in some studies the same data are statistically 

significant or not, depending on the selected statistical method. It should also be 

noted that there are no valid studies with statistically significant effects confirmed 

by both statistical approaches. Based on these results, the biological relevance of 

the results (see below) was balanced against the inconsistency observed in the 

statistical results. 

 

c) Assessment of biological relevance  

 

As indicated before, the EFSA conclusion regarding carcinogenicity in animals 

considered the different statistical assessments (significant trends but non-

significant effects in the pair-wise comparison with the concurrent control group) 

and conducted a scientific assessment of the biological relevance of the observed 

tumour incidences.  

 

As mentioned in the EFSA Conclusion (EFSA, 2015a), the EU assessment is based 

on weight of evidence, in line with the CLP criteria and ECHA guidance (ECHA, 

2013; 2015), focusing on four main arguments: 

 

 Lack of consistency in multiple animal studies. The CLP criteria (Section 

1.1.1.) require that: “The quality and consistency of the data shall be given 

appropriate weight” and that: “Both positive and negative results shall be 

assembled together in a single weight of evidence determination.” Based on 

the evidence available for the EU assessment, which included five additional 

valid long-term toxicity-carcinogenicity studies known of but not assessed by 
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IARC, inconsistent effects were observed in the tumour incidences both 

within (lack of dose response) and between studies (inconsistency between 

results observed at the same dose in different equivalent studies). Some 

trends were observed only in one sex. On this point the ECHA guidance 

(ECHA, 2013; 2015) considers that: “If tumours are seen only in one sex of 

an animal species, the mode of action should be carefully evaluated to see if 

the response is consistent with the postulated mode of action.” However, no 

assessment of a sex related mechanism is provided in the IARC assessment. 

 

 Incidences only at dose levels at or above the limit dose/maximum tolerated 

dose (MTD). The IARC monograph reports for several studies significant 

body weight reductions at the highest doses, which are in fact the doses 

triggering the statistical significance of the trend analysis. No further 

assessment of the possibility of a confounding effect of excessive toxicity at 

these test doses is reported in the monograph. Excessive toxicity – for 

instance, toxicity at doses exceeding the MTD – can affect the carcinogenic 

responses in bioassays. Such toxicity can cause effects such as cell death 

(necrosis) with associated regenerative hyperplasia, which in turn can lead 

to tumour development as a secondary consequence, unrelated to the 

intrinsic potential of the substance itself to cause tumours at lower and less 

toxic doses (ECHA, 2013; 2015).  

 

In line with the CLP and UN-GHS criteria, ECHA has provided clear guidance 

on this aspect of the assessment: “If a test compound is only found to be 

carcinogenic at the highest dose(s) used in a lifetime bioassay, and the 

characteristics associated with doses exceeding the MTD as outlined above 

are present, this could be an indication of a confounding effect of excessive 

toxicity. This may support a classification of the test compound in Category 

2 or no classification.” In addition, it is clear that the trend analysis should 

not be used for studies where high tumour incidences are observed only at 

doses exceeding the MTD; and the statistical assessment should focus on 

the pair-wise comparison with the concurrent controls, which did not show 

statistically significant differences for any of the valid studies on glyphosate. 

In addition to the significant body weight loss reported in the IARC 

monograph, other signs of excessive toxicity reported at high doses included 

hepatic centrilobular hypertrophy, bladder epithelial hyperplasia, ulcerations, 

etc. 

 

 Lack of preneoplastic lesions in organs where tumours occurred, as indicated 

in the histological evaluations of several studies, which failed to show a 

histopathological continuum possibly indicating an evolution to frank 

neoplasms. 

 

 Incidences being within historical control range. EFSA notes that, of the four 

key elements used by EFSA, this is the only one mentioned in the open 

letter. It is also noted that the open letter incorrectly reports how historical 

control data are used in the EFSA assessment. First, the open letter includes 

the following reference to the IARC preamble: “It is generally not 

appropriate to discount a tumour response that is significantly increased 
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compared with concurrent controls by arguing that it falls within the range of 

historical controls.” However, it should be noted that all incidences reported 

from reliable studies were not statistically significant when compared to the 

concurrent controls in the pair-wise comparisons. Second, it seems that the 

letter signatories have misinterpreted the efforts made by the German RMS 

to get supportive information for those studies with no valid historical 

controls. The Peer Review Report (EFSA, 2015b) confirms that EFSA 

conducted a specific check regarding the use of historical control data, 

requested additional information during the clock-stop procedure and only 

considered valid the historical control data from the performing laboratory in 

line with the international recommendations (e.g. ECHA, 2013; 2015). 

 

d) Additional considerations of the tumours reported in the IARC 

monograph 

 

For the assessment of tumours in mice, IARC and EFSA considered two and five 

studies, respectively. 

  

Renal tumours reported in mice 

The open letter mentions inter alia a significant positive trend for renal tumours in 

CD-1 mice. 

 

In a 1983 study, a marginally increased incidence of renal tumours was reported in 

male Charles River CD-1 mice, not statistically significant in a pair-wise comparison 

after adjusting for higher survival in the high dose group; no renal tumour was 

observed in females. The renal tumours could not be linked to glyphosate 

administration due to several considerations: the trend analysis reported by IARC 

does not take into account the higher survival rate at the high dose and the fact 

that no preneoplastic lesions were observed and therefore a morphological 

continuum could not be established. Additionally, concomitant general toxicity was 

observed at the high dose level (4,841 mg/kg bw per day) – such as reduced body 

weight, histopathological changes in the bladder and liver – that could be 

responsible for the occurrence of tumours and not a direct effect of the test 

substance. It is therefore concluded that the reported incidence of renal tumours is 

most likely a chance finding, not related to glyphosate administration.  

 

Three more recent studies (1993, 1997 and 2009) performed on CD-1 mice did not 

show dose-related increased incidences of renal tumours. In the 1993 study, renal 

tubular adenoma and carcinoma cases were observed in the control and low-dose 

groups only. In the 1997 study, no renal carcinomas were observed, and two 

adenomas occurred only at a very high dose (exceeding 4,000 mg/kg bw per day). 

No renal tumour or other renal lesions were observed in the 2009 study in any 

group. 

 

A fifth study performed on Swiss albino mice (2001) was concluded to be unreliable 

since the health of the animals in the study was clearly compromised due to viral 

infections in all groups including concurrent control.   
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In conclusion, the evidence from four valid studies using CD-1 mice does not 

indicate that the observed incidences of renal tumours are test substance-related. 

This was also the conclusion in the EPA publication (US-EPA, 1986), which was 

analysed by IARC. 

   

Haemangiosarcomas reported in mice 

With regards to haemangiosarcomas, for which statistically significant trends by 

Cochran-Armitage test but not by pair-wise comparisons could be observed in two 

out of four valid studies at the highest dose tested, both incidences observed were 

within the performing laboratory’s historical control data and therefore concluded 

not to be linked to glyphosate administration.  

 

Malignant lymphomas reported in mice 

Increased trends of malignant lymphomas, one of the most common spontaneously 

occurring neoplasms in mice, were observed in male mice in three (1997, 2001 and 

2009) of the five studies. Females presented in general higher incidences than 

males but statistical significance was not achieved and dose-response was not 

evident. In one study (1997), there was a positive trend test but the incidences 

remained clearly within the performing laboratory historical control data. A second 

study using lower dose levels, and for which no reliable laboratory historical control 

data were available, also showed a positive trend (2009). However, for both studies 

pairwise comparisons did not reveal a statistically significant increase. The third 

study (2001) was concluded to be unreliable for the reasons expressed above 

(occurrence of viral infection).  Two additional studies (1983 and 1993) neither 

showed a positive trend nor revealed a significant increase in tumour incidences in 

pair-wise comparison. Using a weight of evidence approach by also considering the 

known high background incidence of this tumour type in mice, it was concluded that 

these tumours are spontaneous in origin and not test substance-related.  

 

For the assessment of tumours in rats, IARC and EFSA considered six and nine 

studies, respectively. 

 

Pancreatic islet cells in rats 

Regarding rat studies, from nine studies submitted, seven did not present any 

increased incidence of neoplastic lesions that could be related to glyphosate 

administration. Nevertheless, IARC reported significant positive trends in two 

studies. In one study from 1981, a statistically significant (according to a pair-wise 

comparison) increased incidence of islet cells adenomas was limited to the low dose 

level; in the absence of a dose-response relationship, the finding cannot be linked 

to glyphosate administration. Similarly, in a 1990 study using much higher dose 

levels, a significant increase over the control incidence was observed only for the 

low dose group. There was no progression to carcinoma. Thus, no dose-response 

relationship could be established with regards to the incidence of pancreatic islet 

cells adenomas and no confirmation was obtained in any of the other long-term 

studies in rats.  

 

Hepatocellular and thyroid C-cell adenomas in rats 

Regarding positive trends reported by IARC for hepatocellular adenomas in males 

and for C-cell adenomas in females, the lack of statistical significance in a pair-wise 
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comparison, the comparable incidence observed in the opposite sex and the lack of 

consistency of the finding in the many other studies (eight studies) led to the 

conclusion that the neoplastic findings are unlikely to be test substance-related. 

 

e) Conclusion 

The arguments expressed in the open letter reflect a misunderstanding of the 

evidence used for the EFSA evaluation. The biological relevance of each study and 

the overall evidence on animal carcinogenicity was properly assessed during the 

EFSA evaluation. In contrast, the IARC assessment focused on finding statistically 

significant “trends” in specific studies, but presented no information on how it 

considered the biological relevance and in particular the inconsistencies and effects 

only observed at doses at or exceeding the MTD, even when it is clear that the 

trend was significant only due to the incidences observed at the highest dose at 

which significant weight reduction and other indications of excessive toxicity had 

been observed. In fact the statistical trend, without assessing the biological 

relevance of the results, seems to be the only justification in the IARC monograph 

for deviating from the previous evaluation of the same animal studies by the 

WHO/FAO JMPR expert group, which concluded that glyphosate does not have 

carcinogenic potential (JMPR, 2004).   

 

IV. Mechanistic information 

 

a) Genotoxicity 

 

No scientific elements are presented in the open letter and the allegations focus on 

procedural issues. The first allegation related to genotoxicity is that BfR’s use of 

unpublished evidence makes it impossible for any scientist not associated with the 

BfR to review its conclusions. This is not the case: EFSA and the BfR’s appraisal of 

the studies you refer to is available in the EFSA Conclusion and supporting 

documents (published on our website) with a level of detail at least comparable to 

the US-EPA and WHO/JMPR reports relied on in the IARC monograph. The studies 

are made publicly available for scientific scrutiny and were available at the time you 

wrote your letter.  

 

Regarding the weight given to the different studies, as the EFSA assessment 

focuses on the active substance glyphosate and the assessment of genotoxicity in 

humans, in vivo mammalian studies conducted with the active substance were 

considered more relevant, particularly when the technical specifications and 

impurity profile of the tested substance were reported. According to the IARC 

monograph, the studies with exposed humans were conducted with formulated 

products, not with the active substance, and there is no indication in the 

monograph of any attempt to establish the possible role of the co-formulants, even 

when other studies (in vitro or in animals) report negative effects for the active 

substance and positive effects for the formulated products. 

 

Sixteen in vivo studies in somatic cells and two in vivo studies on germ cells were 

reported on rodents treated orally with dose levels of up to 5,000 mg/kg bw or via 
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intraperitoneal injections. All studies conducted according to internationally 

validated guidelines and some non-GLP published studies gave negative results, 

while two non-GLP studies were positive in mice treated intraperitoneally with dose 

levels in the range of the intraperitoneal LD50 for mice, one study presenting major 

flaws. Conflicting results were obtained regarding DNA adduct formation; induction 

of DNA strand breaks was observed in mice treated intraperitoneally with doses 

close to or in excess of the LD50.This induction may be caused by secondary effects 

of cytotoxicity. No genotoxic effects on germ cells have been detected in rats or 

mice treated orally at dose levels up to 2,000 mg/kg bw. 

 

b) Oxidative stress and use of scientific literature 

 

The available studies and reports on the oxidative stress potential of glyphosate, 

and its causal link, if any, to the occurrence of tumours, are extremely limited. The 

possibility that glyphosate could cause oxidative stress was indeed discussed during 

the EFSA peer review: oxidative stress was recorded only in one study in rats 

administered with pure glyphosate, in combination with cytoxicity and degenerative 

effects in the targeted organ. Thus, in consideration of the extremely limited 

database and because of the lack of evidence for carcinogenic potential of 

glyphosate, no further consideration regarding the mode of action was necessary. 

 

EFSA agrees with the statement in the open letter regarding the relevance of 

scientific literature, e.g. for understanding the mechanism of action. The EU 

regulatory system requires an assessment of scientific peer-review data published 

in the previous 10 years to be presented in the dossier, and EFSA has developed a 

guidance document for ensuring a proper implementation of this requirement 

(EFSA, 2011); in addition, the regulation allows the submission of additional data to 

the RMS; additional data can also be submitted during the public consultation. 

Scientific peer-reviewed publications support several recommendations in the EFSA 

conclusion, such as the proposal for considering specifically the genotoxicity of the 

formulated products during the MS evaluations. 

 

c) Conclusion 

 

Considering a weight of evidence approach, taking into account the quality and 

reliability of all available data, it is concluded that glyphosate is unlikely to be 

genotoxic in vivo and does not require hazard classification regarding mutagenicity 

according to the CLP Regulation. It is noted that unpublished studies that were the 

core basis of the EFSA evaluation were not available to the IARC experts as 

reported in the IARC monograph 112 on glyphosate. 

 

 

V. Active substance versus formulations 

 

In the summary of the open letter a distinction is made between the assessment of 

the active substance and the assessment of the formulations. “The most 

parsimonious scientific explanation of the cancers seen in humans and laboratory 
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animals supported by the mechanistic data is that glyphosate is a probable human 

carcinogen. On the basis of this conclusion and in the absence of contrary evidence, 

it is reasonable to conclude that glyphosate formulations should also be considered 

probable human carcinogens.” IARC did not try to differentiate whether the effects 

were linked to the active substance, other ingredients (co-formulants), or combined 

effects of several ingredients, even when the evidence suggested negative effects 

for glyphosate and positive effects for a formulated product. The IARC monograph 

states that formulated products contain other ingredients, and mentions specifically 

polyethoxylated tallowamine, a co-formulant considered of potential concern and 

recently assessed by EFSA (EFSA, 2015d). 

 

VI. Summary 

 

EFSA considers that the arguments brought forward in the open letter do not have 

an impact on the EFSA conclusion on glyphosate. The arguments expressed in the 

open letter reflect a misunderstanding of the evidence used for the EFSA 

evaluation.  

 

As reported in the EFSA Conclusion (EFSA, 2015a), there is very limited evidence 

for an association between glyphosate-based formulations and non-Hodgkin 

lymphoma, and overall evidence is inconclusive for a causal or otherwise convincing 

associative relationship between glyphosate and cancer in human studies. There is 

no evidence of carcinogenicity in either rats or mice due to a lack of statistical 

significance in pair-wise comparison tests, lack of consistency in multiple animal 

studies and slightly increased incidences only at dose levels at or above the limit 

dose/MTD, lack of pre-neoplastic lesions and/or being within historical control 

range. The statistical significance found in trend analysis (but not in pair-wise 

comparison) per se was balanced against the former considerations. Considering a 

weight of evidence approach, taking into account the quality and reliability of all 

available data, it is concluded that glyphosate is unlikely to be genotoxic in vivo and 

does not require hazard classification regarding mutagenicity according to the CLP 

Regulation. 
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