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October 19, 2017

Honorable Mitch O’Farrell, Chair
Arts, Entertainment, Parks and River Committee
City Clerk, Room 395, City Hall
Attention: Michael Espinosa, Legislative Assistant

Dear Councilmember O’Farrell:

RESPONSE TO COUNCIL FILE 16-0651 RELATIVE TO THE USE OF THE HERBICIDE 
ROUNDUP AT CITY PARKS

On August 9, 2016 the City Council adopted a report by the Arts, Parks and River 
Committee instructing the Department of Recreation and Parks (RAP) to report on the 
following:

A. Findings on the use of the herbicide Roundup, and alternative products.

B. Policy and/or guidelines to address limiting the exposure of park users and 
employees to herbicides immediately after application.

This report provides general information regarding the herbicide Roundup, specific 
information pertaining to the questions listed above, and recommendations for the 
Committee’s consideration.

Background

Roundup is one of the most widely used herbicides in United States. It is used to control 
broadleaf weeds and grasses in home gardens, agricultural, commercial and government 
sectors. Glyphosate, the active chemical composition in Roundup, was discovered and 
brought to market in the 1970’s. Glyphosate is a non-selective herbicide, meaning it will 
kill most plant foliage. It works to prevent plants from making certain proteins that are 
needed for plant growth, which results in killing the top layer of weeds and their underlying 
root system.
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RAP, similar to most park agencies and government entities, commonly uses Roundup 
in City parks as part of its Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Program to effectively 
control weeds and unwanted vegetation.

While glyphosate has been approved for use by regulatory bodies worldwide, there are 
ongoing concerns about glyphosate’s effects on humans and the environment. Recent 
studies have identified glyphosate as a probable carcinogen, while other recent studies 
contradict these findings.

As a result, some community members and stakeholders have voiced concerns regarding 
the use of Roundup by public agencies. In light of these concerns, and in response to the 
Committee’s instructions last year, RAP evaluated its use of Roundup, explored 
alternative vegetation management strategies, and developed various recommendations 
for future use.

Use of Roundup at Los Angeles City Parks

RAP is charged with controlling various unwanted vegetation on a daily basis 
throughout more than 16,000 acres of City parkland. Unwanted weeds invade and 
inhabit parks landscape areas, roadsides, overflow parking sites, hillsides, and lakes. 
Weeds not only can ruin aesthetic quality of parks landscaped areas but can harbor 
vectors and provide overwintering sites for insects. In addition, weeds create favorable 
harborage areas for rodent proliferation, impede access to critical utility areas, and 
create fire safety concerns.

Under the guidelines of RAP’s Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Program, 
maintenance staff uses both mechanical and chemical control measures to keep 
unwanted vegetation to manageable levels. As part of the IPM Program, similar to most 
public agencies, RAP uses herbicides such as Roundup as an effective vegetation 
control measure.

The IPM Program is administered by trained professionals under the Department’s 
Forestry Division. RAP’s pest control technicians carry California Department of 
Pesticide Regulation (DPR) licenses and certificates and receive ongoing education and 
training to safely apply herbicides such as Roundup. DPR licenses are required to be 
maintained on a two-year cycle for pest control technicians, all of whom work under the 
direct supervision of an on-staff State Registered Pest Control Advisor.

Herbicide applications are scheduled in response to job orders requested by park 
maintenance or recreation staff for weed control assistance. RAP technicians apply 
Roundup to control unwanted weeds along park fence lines, tree basins, fire roads, and 
other landscaped areas of City parks. Roundup is also commonly used to mark outfield
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foul lines for baseball diamonds and perimeter boundary lines for some athletics fields. 
It should be noted that as a result of significant staffing reductions over the last decade, 
RAP has reduced its overall use of Roundup in parks.

When applying Roundup, RAP’s technicians adhere to stringent safety protocols, some 
of which go beyond regulatory requirements, to mitigate potential exposure to 
themselves and to the public. For example, when an herbicide application is made in a 
park setting, the technician sets up barricades to define an area to which the herbicide 
will be applied to keep park patrons and pets out until the herbicide is dry. While not 
required, RAP’s pest control technicians also post caution signs on barricades to 
increase public awareness of herbicide applications.

Herbicides, including roundup, are applied using backpack pump sprayers and tow- 
behind, trailer-mounted spray rigs. Roundup is applied directly to unwanted vegetation 
in a targeted manner. To help ensure that the herbicide only contacts target weeds, 
Roundup is not sprayed when wind is blowing over 10 mph.

As an added margin of safety, RAP pest control technicians use the lowest possible 
labeled rates to targeted weeds. For example, RAP’s pest control technicians use a 1% 
solution, compared with the allowable 2% solution recommendation for Roundup.
With respect to the safety of RAP’s employees, the technicians use appropriate, 
required personal protective equipment (PPE) when mixing, handling and/or applying 
herbicides. This PPE may also include a long sleeve shirt, pants, coveralls, closed-toe 
shoes, chemically resistant rubber gloves, respirator, and/or eye protection. Respirators 
are generally worn at the discretion of the individual pest management technician, and 
are not required by product label directions or the DPR.

Recent Research and Studies Regarding Glyphosate

A large body of research exists regarding Roundup and its effects on human health. 
Currently, the EPA holds the position that glyphosate has low toxicity for humans and can 
be safely used by following product label directions.1

Several international agencies have evaluated the carcinogenic potential of glyphosate 
with varied results. In March 2015, the International Agency for Research on Cancer 
(IARC), a subdivision of the World Health Organization (WHO), determined that 
glyphosate is a probable carcinogen. In November 2015, the European Food Safety 
Authority (EFSA) determined that glyphosate was unlikely to pose a carcinogenic hazard 
to humans. In May 2016, the Joint Food and Agriculture Organization (FOA) / WHO 
Meeting on Pesticide Residues (JMPR), another subdivision of the WHO, concluded that 
glyphosate was unlikely to pose a carcinogenetic risk to humans from exposure through 
the diet. And on July 7th 2017, as a result of the IARC determination, the State of California 
Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment (OEHHA) added glyphosate to the
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list of chemicals known to the state to cause cancer for purposes of Proposition 65, which 
requires warning labels for products containing chemicals on the list.

Although seeming different, according to the WHO, the 2016 JPMR conclusion that 
glyphosate was unlikely to pose a carcinogenetic risk to humans from exposure through 
the diet did not contradict the 2015 IARC determination that glyphosate is a probable 
carcinogen. According to the WHO, the same chemical can have different effects at 
different doses, depending on how much of the chemical a person is exposed to. It can 
also depend on the route by which the exposure occurs, (e.g. ingestion, inhalation or 
injection). The WHO therefore states the lARC’s findings identify a potential hazard, but 
do not identify the level of risk associated with this potential hazard.2

According to the National Pesticide Information Center (NPIC), glyphosate does not easily 
pass through the skin, and if absorbed through the skin or ingested, glyphosate passes 
through the body relatively quickly. The NPIC also states pure glyphosate is low in toxicity, 
but glyphosate-based products usually contain other ingredients, known as surfactants, 
that help the glyphosate penetrate the plants. Surfactants can make glyphosate-based 
products, such as Roundup, more toxic to humans, pets and the environment.3

It should be noted that glyphosate is currently undergoing Registration Review by the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), a program where all registered pesticides 
are reviewed at least every 15 years as mandated by the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, 
and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA).

Alternative Vegetation Management Methods

Since last year, RAP has investigated alternative vegetation management methods and 
products. Alternative methods of weed control include manual and mechanical weed 
control, organic herbicides, and other methods.

Manual and Mechanical Methods - RAP’s maintenance staff regularly use manual and 
mechanical methods to control weeds, including the use of mowers, line trimmers, and 
hand pulling. Manual and mechanical methods of weed control have benefits and 
drawbacks from a health, environmental and economic perspective. While these 
methods may not be as effective in controlling unwanted vegetation, RAP does in some 
cases use mechanical and manual methods of weed control as an alternative to 
herbicides. For example, most brush clearance is performed by line trimmers through 
contracted landscape services companies. With added staffing and resources, RAP’s 
use of manual and mechanical weed control methods can be increased.

Alternative Organic Herbicide Products - Organic herbicide products have been and 
continue to be evaluated. Some of these organic herbicide products include acetic acid, 
citric acid, clove oil, and lemongrass oil. Weed control products that contain these
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ingredients can be applied in a park setting in the same manner as a traditional 
chemical herbicide. Based on research and some preliminary evaluations, these 
products can be effective but have limitations. RAP recently field tested an acetic acid 
product. While the product burned back the tops of weeds, the weeds recovered 
relatively quickly, requiring repeat applications. In addition, to be effective, the acetic 
acid product requires use at high concentration and at high volumes.

Other Vegetation Management Methods: RAP technicians have identified other weed 
control methods such as steam systems, burning systems, foam, high water pressure, 
and grazing sheep. RAP’s IPM staff will continue to explore these methods, but based 
on current industry best practices, RAP does not recommend that these methods be 
used in City parks.

Limiting Exposure to Herbicides and Associated Risks

As discussed above, regulatory agencies including the EPA hold the position that 
Roundup has low toxicity for humans and can be safely used when following label 
instructions. And while RAP’s Integrated Pest Management practices adhere to, and in 
some cases exceed, safety protocols related to risk mitigation when applying Roundup, 
additional measures can be implemented.

Therefore, RAP will put in place the following additional guidelines to its Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) Program for City parks:

• In an effort to mitigate the risk of potential exposure (e.g. skin contact, inhalation 
and ingestion) to children, other park users and their pets immediately after an 
herbicide application, RAP will no longer apply Roundup to unwanted vegetation 
within 100 feet of children’s play areas, recreation centers, and dog parks.

While children may be especially sensitive to pesticides compared to adults, according 
to the NPIC, there is currently no data showing that children have increased sensitivity 
specifically to glyphosate.4 However, out of an abundance of caution, this change in 
policy will be put into effect as an added risk mitigation protocol.
This change in protocol will increase the need for manual and mechanical weed control 
at City parks, which will be absorbed by RAP’s existing maintenance staff. Changes to 
RAP’s IPM guidelines that go beyond these recommendations would require additional 
staffing, which is not addressed in this report.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

That the Arts, Education, Parks and River Committee:

1. Receive and file this report, including RAP’s revised protocols intended to limit 
exposure to, and risk associated with, Roundup.

2. Instruct RAP to report back to the Arts, Entertainment, Parks and River Committee, 
when appropriate, regarding any significant policy or regulatory changes at the 
State and Federal levels regarding Roundup.

More information related to herbicides and glyphosate can be provided by the National 
Pesticide Information Center at (800) 858-7378 or at npic.orst.edu.

Should there be any questions or further information regarding this report, please contact 
Ramon Barajas, Assistant General Manager for Planning, Construction and Maintenance 
and the Los Angeles Department of Recreation and Parks at (213) 202-2633 or at 
ramon.baraias@lacitv.org.

Sincerely,

MICHAEL A. SHULL 
General Manager

MS: msr

Councilmember David E. Ryu, Council District 4, Mail Stop# 425 
Councilmember Curren D. Price, Council District 9, Mail Stop# 420 
Blayne Sutton-Wills, Office of the Chief Legislative Analyst

cc:

mailto:ramon.baraias@lacitv.org
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