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French beekeepers against neonicotinoids:
a 30-year struggle

At the beginning of the 1990s, neonicotinoid insecticides were introduced in France. Since then,
about 300 000 hives have perished each year and have to be replaced. Mortality has risen
from 5% to 30%’. Honey yields per hive have significantly reduced, halving French honey
production in 20 years. At the same time,honey imports have exploded.
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pesticides impact on bees suffers
from many shortcomings(15] = June 2012

April/July 2013 e the French ministy of Agriculure withdraws the authorization
of Cruiser on canola (rapeseed) and initiates at European
\[ ~ the European Union (EU) partially bans the use of level a procedure to reassess the impact on bees of three

and Fipronil[17]. from the icotinoids family[16]
Uses on crops considered to be unattractive to bees (such as
straw cereals) remain authorized, despite the large areas [ July 2013
concerned and the long persistence of these substances.

EFSA publishes its new Guidance on the risk assessment of
August 2016 el Plant protection products on bees. This new guidance took
into account all routes of exposure of bees, chronic toxicity,
sublethal effects or effects on wild bees[18]. But the
Member States have refused to implement these
ions, choosing instead to favour pesticides
over the protection of pollinators[19]

the French legislator adopts the Biodiversity Law and totally
prohibits the agricultural use of neonicotinoids in France
' from September 1%, 2018[20]. This ban is applied to 5 active

thiacloprid and thiamethoxam
Sources FranceAgier, UNAF GEV, Protés s st b September2017
November 2017 ___ France authorizes two pesticides with a new generation
The authorization of Sulfoxaflor based pesticides is neonicotinoid, the Sulfoxaflor, for use on many crops[21]
suspended by the French administrative court[22]. The
court confirmed this decision in February 2018 and and e May 2018  the EU issues a total ban on outdoor
u

From the start, producers of these new insecticides denied their effects on bees. then did so again in February 2025 following an appeal ses of imidacloprid, thiamethoxam
and clothianidin23]. The ban
October 2018 === entered into force in December 2018

But more and more studies have gradually confirmed beekeepers observations: imidacloprid is
found in both pol d nectar? '?h dy . : F: t and toxic at infinites] pl p the French legislator extends the scope of the neonicotinoid flems 2019-2020
found in both pollen and nectar? ; the products are very persistent and toxic at infinitesimal doses ban to molecules with the same mode of action (sulfoxaflor

both in pollen and nectar. and flupyradifuron)(24]. Their approvals having expired the use of clothianidin(2s],

and thi; is

a French law reauthorizes the use of seeds 202 @mmll now prohibited in the EU. However, many Member States,
treated with neonicotinoids for sugar beet including France, are circumventing this ban through
cultivation in the form of exemptions emergency authorisations{29]
granted annually by the government b 2022 the EU bans all outdoor uses of Sulfoxaflor

January 2023 .}

As early as 2003/2004, a scientific and technical committee setup by the French government
concluded that imidacloprid and fipronil led to ‘worrying risks to bees’, ‘in agreement with
beekeepers’ observations™. Ten years later, those results were confirmed by the European Food
Safety Authority (EFSA)°.

Since then, numerous scientific studies have confirmed the negative impact of neonicotinoids on the Court of Justice of the European Union declares ey May 2023
bees. these kinds of exemptions illegal[30] and subsequently, ° y
France's highest administrative court followed this ruling A new Bee guidance document, less ambitious than the
June 2025 2013 version, is proposed by the EFSA in 2023. However,
; . ) une cati i
The French government however, failed to act on this information.Consequently, French rance’s highost administrativo couteonfimma the | obfl‘l’;::::'f’"::"c;::::;';‘:;“ﬁ:’l':‘:g::::::;;:ﬁgﬁw
keepers deci ngage in a legal fight to prohibit these pr nd enforce their rights. rance's highest administrative court confims the o the
beekeepers decided to engage in a legal fight to prohibit these products and enforce their rights scientific validity of the ban on acetamiprid, sulfoxaflor changes must be finalised[31]

Alaw reauthorising the use of
= July 2025 ,cetami iprid, sulfoxaflor and

d flupyradifuron followi I by the French
Between 1998 and 2021,the National Union of French Beekeeping (UNAF) initiated or e °:,“,‘"° an sppeal by he Frend

intervened in over 20 proceedings’ against those toxic insecticide authorizations, either

attacking their producers or the French government. the French Constitutional Court flupyradifuron was passed in France
censured the reauthorisation of August 2025 e without debate in the National
neonicotinoids due to insufficient ® Assembly[33]. Several elected officials
regulation of their uses and to filed an appeal with the Constitutional
D ations were organi by ing the whole profession and protect the constitutional right to Court. UNAF submits an external legal
Iving a large coalition of envi | and farmers’ organizations. live in a balanced and healthy opinion(34].
g a larg 9 environment(35]

Creating connections : UNAF has engaged in permanent exchanges with scientists.UNAF
has also established closer ties with farmers' and citizens' organisations working to establish
fair, democratic and environmentally friendly agricultural and food policies.

Since 2005, an i ign called ‘The bee, sentinel of the With attempts to reau!honse neonicotinoids, the mobilisation of beekeepers and many other

environment’ has been run by UNAF. A significant number of hives have been placed on the icide victims, farmers, environmental NGO, lawyers, etc.) is

buildings of local authorities or companies. This created real opportunities to show the role of stronger than ever.

pollinators and to evidence the causes of their vanishing. A citizens' petition against the law of 8 July 2025 , posted on the National Assembly website, has
gathered more than 2 million sngnatures

Mobilisation of elected representatives: from 2010, UNAF initiated a support committee for Although, the French Constif Court the isation of

bees and beekeepers, composed of deputies from the French and European parliaments who UNAF remains vigilant for any new legislative proposals that may arise in the future.

are committed to defending the interest of the pollinators™ : more than 100 parliamentarians have

joined the Committee to this day.

...because there are still many gaps*® in the methodology for assessing the risks of
T ployed: important legal fees (around 100 000 euros per years) and pesticides, which allows dangerous substances to still be authorised and leaves the door
significant human resources (ten employees, among them a press manager open to the authorisation of new pesticides that are just as dangerous as neonicotinoids.
and project managers).

Active i in European ying: UNAF is a founding member of BeeLife™, ...because it is still one of the most widely used insecticide class on the planet
an European beekeeping coordination aiming at studying the impact on bees of pesticides and at
questioning European policy-maker.
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In the early 90s, a new generation of pesticides used to coat seeds, the neonicotinoids, appeared and enjoyed considerable
success. These hyper-powerful molecules (imidacloprid, thiamethoxam, acetamiprid, etc.) are diffused throughout the
plant as it grows, from seed to flower. In large-scale farming areas, beekeepers complained about the sudden loss of bee
populations and honey harvests, and blamed these new treatments. Scientists very quickly provided undeniable proof
of the causal links between neonicotinoids and excess bee mortality. And this at infinitesimal doses. On the basis of the
European directives in force, UNAF engaged in a very long legal, political and media struggle at national and European
level, which lasted for more than twenty years. This struggle is eloquent in many respects, and for that reason deserves
to be analysed to serve as an example to follow for future controversies. It made it possible to ban these molecules at
national level and to marginalise them at European level. But today, with the agricultural crisis, these achievements are
once again under threat...



