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1. Introduction 
In January 2021, the UK left the EU REACH (Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and restriction 
of Chemicals) Regulation – which sets the highest standards globally - and established UK 
REACH as an independent, standalone system for regulating chemicals. 
 
While the EU continues to progress (albeit slowly) in banning harmful chemicals and controlling 
pollution at source, the UK’s regulation of chemicals has focused on a fraction of EU protections at 
a much slower pace. The system is also being eroded by a weakening of its chemical safety rules 
and processes. This may result not only in the dumping of products that no longer meet higher EU 
standards but on the UK market also the potential for the UK to manufacture of chemicals and 
products containing chemicals that the EU has restricted for being too harmful.  
 
2. The UK continues to fall behind EU protections 
While the EU continues to make progress in improving its chemicals regulatory system and 
banning or controlling harmful chemicals, the UK has been moving more slowly and demonstrating 
less ambition. This is set out in a table of the differences in protections - 
https://chemtrust.org/divergence-table/ - and the examples below.  
 
2.1. Classifications for Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals 
The last government said it would not adopt new EU classifications for identifying known and 
suspected endocrine disrupting chemicals (EDCs) unless they are adopted globally, which could 
take many years. Since this change, EU legislators have agreed to replace the Toy Safety 
Directive with a new Regulation that will automatically phase out all substances identified under 
these new classifications as known or suspected EDCs from toys, paving the way for better 
protection of children, who are particularly vulnerable to adverse impacts from EDCs. The addition 
of these new hazard classes to CLP also means that harmful bisphenols classified as endocrine 
disrupting will automatically be banned from certain food packaging and other food contact 
materials.  
 
However, more positively, in January, the Northern Ireland secretary prevented the use of the 
‘Stormont Brake’ to block the new EU classifications applying in Northern Ireland, a significant win 
for public health. In his ministerial statement, the Northern Ireland Secretary said the government 
would consult on applying a consistent regime for Classification, Labelling and Packaging across 
the UK.  
 
2.2. Harmful substances on the ‘authorisation list’ 
The UK has so far added no new substances to its authorisation list, compared to five added to the 
EU’s list, including Tetraethyllead in aviation fuel. Companies cannot use or manufacture any 
substance on the list unless given ‘authorisation’ by the regulatory agency. To get this, a company 
must demonstrate that either the risks arising from the use(s) applied for are adequately controlled 
or that no alternatives are available, and the socioeconomic benefits outweigh the risks arising 
from the uses. Analysis suggests that applications to use substances on the list are more likely to 

https://chemtrust.org/divergence-table/
https://chemtrust.org/uks_approach_edcs/
https://chemtrust.org/toxic-free-toys-eu-steps-up-action-against-the-most-harmful-chemicals/
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/publications/proposal-regulation-safety-toys_en
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/publications/proposal-regulation-safety-toys_en
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/publications/proposal-regulation-safety-toys_en
https://chemtrust.org/bpafcmuk/
https://chemtrust.org/bpafcmuk/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c1m553xv7lyo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c1m553xv7lyo
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/NGO-letter-Stormont-Brake.pdf
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/NGO-letter-Stormont-Brake.pdf
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-01-21/hcws374
https://echa.europa.eu/fr/-/five-substances-added-to-reach-authorisation-list
https://chemicalwatch.com/920344/how-eu-and-uk-reach-authorisation-is-diverging-in-implementation
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succeed in the UK, such as for chromium trioxide, a carcinogenic chemical linked to increased risk 
of lung and throat cancer, on which the EU has initiated a restriction.  
 
2.3. Restrictions on harmful substances 
The UK has yet to adopt a single new ban or restriction on a harmful substance, compared 
to 13 new restrictions on harmful substances adopted in the EU. So far, it has initiated 3 
restrictions (on harmful substances in tattoo ink, lead ammunition and PFAS in firefighting foam), 
compared to 24 initiated by the EU. Although proposals on tattoo ink are less protective than the 
EU’s. While it is hoped that the UK’s first restriction on lead ammunition will finally get adopted this 
year, this falls far short of the scale and pace of EU regulation. 
 
2.3.1 The gap with the EU is set to become a chasm over the coming years if the EU’s 

Restrictions Roadmap is fully implemented. The roadmap accelerates EU restrictions by 
targeting entire groups of widely used chemicals of concern, such as PFAS, bisphenols and 
brominated flame retardants. If fully implemented, it would lead to an estimated 5-7,000 
chemicals being banned by 2030. 
 

2.3.2 In its 2023-4 work programme, the regulator, the Health & Safety Executive (HSE), 
deprioritised a number of harmful substances on which the EU has either adopted or 
initiated a restriction. This list includes the use of lead in PVC and a restriction on 
PAHs used in synthetic football pitches and playgrounds that are linked to increased cancer 
risk, both of which have been adopted by the EU.  
 

2.3.2.1 The reasons it gave for deprioritising these restrictions suggested the regulator is setting a 
higher bar for evidence of harm before taking action and taking a less precautionary 
approach than the EU. Its reasons included wanting more evidence that a substance is 
harmful or that the substance poses a risk specifically in Great Britain (when GB-specific 
data is not available), or the existence of voluntary targets or measures as an effective 
alternative to regulation. The absence of evidence should not equate to the absence of 
proof of harm, and the regulator should apply the precautionary principle in cases where 
the scientific evidence is uncertain, but the risks are high. In deprioritising a restriction on 
lead in PVC, the regulator considered PVC a minor source of exposure to lead compared to 
other sources. This is an example of the last Government’s preference for proportionate 
regulation, taking action on issues that represent the highest risk. However, it ignores a 
significant source of lead emissions. The restriction in the EU was expected to “prevent up 
to 8.4 tonnes of lead emissions per year, at the benefit of people’s health, in particular for 
children” and to “promote recycling and save 1.5 million tonnes of CO2 emissions every 
year.” 

 
2.4 Regulatory Priorities 

 
2.4.2 It is striking how few of the actions identified as regulatory priorities in 2022-3 have 

been delivered. This delays regulatory action to prevent harm to our health and 
environment from prolonged exposure to harmful chemicals. Examples: from the five 
substances identified as regulatory priorities for 2022-3, compared to action at EU level: 

 
2.4.2.1 PFAS are a family of over 10,000 chemicals used particularly for their water and grease-

repellent properties. These ‘forever chemicals’ are extremely persistent in the environment 
and can cause long-term damage to wildlife, people and natural resources such as drinking 
water. The UK has fallen behind ‘EU protections from PFAS. During this period, the EU has 
introduced new statutory standards for PFAS in food and drinking water, banned all PFAS 
used in paper and cardboard food packaging from August 2026 and have published 
a proposal for a universal phase-out of PFAS as a group of over 10,000 chemicals. Some 

https://echa.europa.eu/substance-information/-/substanceinfo/100.014.189
https://d3ca94d62682414988c48272e3a3f288.svc.dynamics.com/t/t/eqJHfVeymxZzOxPl00WTIXs3k4yLYmTSLaqShtXjkoYx/vLBGWhN66UxV05zycQ1FUgU082MmjhxTcQ1asvcX6w0x
https://chemtrust.org/uktattooinkrestriction/
ttps://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/49734?fbclid=IwAR3mNck5LphGQQ_CRqDy1kcK0MhZhsvtAtAvX1OdRxrHL6adBcDUnYJqnYw
https://eeb.org/the-great-detox-largest-ever-ban-of-toxic-chemicals-announced-by-eu/
https://eeb.org/the-great-detox-largest-ever-ban-of-toxic-chemicals-announced-by-eu/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-reach-rationale-for-priorities/rationale-for-prioritising-substances-in-the-uk-reach-work-programme-2023-to-2024
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/publications/c20322785-commission-regulation-eu-amending-annex-xvii-regulation-ec-no-19072006-european-parliament_en
https://www.ft.com/content/22f0c812-3ad4-45b6-b93a-0758625fd4ab
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-reach-rationale-for-priorities/rationale-for-prioritising-substances-in-the-uk-reach-work-programme-2023-to-2024
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2024-02-02/12826
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20240106164116/https:/www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-reach-rationale-for-priorities-in-2022-to-2023/rationale-for-prioritising-substances-in-the-uk-reach-work-programme-2022-to-2023
https://chemtrust.org/pfas/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/pfas-forever-chemicals-tap-water-heathrow-gatwick/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/pfas-forever-chemicals-tap-water-heathrow-gatwick/
https://chemtrust.org/pfas-divergence/
https://echa.europa.eu/restrictions-under-consideration/-/substance-rev/72301/term?utm_source=Toxic-free+future+project&utm_campaign=0548e38803-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_12_12_02_59_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_93f1ed93ba-0548e38803-1209603177
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European countries are taking action ahead of the universal restriction with national action 
plans and bans on some consumer uses of PFAS, for example in Denmark (see also its 
national action plan) and most recently in France, which has also introduced a tax on 
industrial emissions of PFAS. In going ahead of the EU restriction, Denmark refers to its 
support for the EU restriction and sets out how its national measures will align with it: the 
ban in Denmark will remain in force until it is replaced by the EU Restriction. Other than 
bans on PFAS adopted internationally or already in force before UK exit, the UK has so far 
only started the process on one restriction – PFAS in firefighting foams. Over 50 world-
leading scientists wrote to the government urging it to follow the EU approach and ban the 
use and manufacture of all PFAS, and have expressed concern about the response they 
received to their letter. PFAS pollution places a significant burden on the UK, and continued 
inaction will result in growing costs to the public purse. For example, the Environment 
Agency commissioned research which estimated the cost for remediating high-risk PFAS 
contamination sites in England could range between £31 - £121bn. Some processes to 
remove PFAS are quite limited - decontamination from landfill might even lead to an 
increase in PFAS in the environment, and remediation also cannot undo health 
impacts that have already occurred. 
 

2.4.2.2 Intentionally added microplastics are those that have been deliberately added to 
products, such as infill material used on artificial turf pitches, fertilisers and paints. They 
are a significant source of microplastic pollution and one of the most preventable 
sources. A restriction on intentionally added microplastics has been in force in the EU since 
October 2023, which is considerably more wide-ranging than the UK’s ‘world-leading’ ban 
on microbeads in rinse-off products. HSE has commissioned an external organisation to 
conduct a further evidence review, but there is no indication as to whether the Government 
supports matching the EU ban or a partial ban or no ban. The delay will mean they will 
continue to pollute and accumulate in our ecosystems and food chains.  
 

2.4.2.3 Flame retardants are added to a range of products from mattresses to sofas and have been 
linked to a wide range of human health problems, from behavioural and developmental 
issues to increased risk of certain cancers, as well as impacts on our environment. The UK 
public, office workers and environment have some of the highest levels of exposure to 
flame retardants in the world. Although identified as a regulatory priority in 2022, no 
regulatory action in the UK has yet been taken. The 2023-4 work programme warned that 
“much of HSE’s capacity to develop restrictions over the next five years will be devoted to 
PFAS", affecting its ability to regulate other harmful chemicals. By comparison the EU is 
due to initiate a group restriction on certain brominated flame retardants soon, while a UK 
report first promised in 2022 is still awaiting publication. The EU has also added eight flame 
retardants to its list of Substances of Very High Concern since the UK left the EU system, 
such as TBBPA, which is used mainly in electronics, while no substances of any kind have 
been added to the equivalent UK list. 

 
3. Watering down of UK chemical safety rules 

 
At the same time as falling behind EU standards, the UK has been going backwards in some 
areas. Some examples of rules and processes that have been weakened post-Brexit are set out 
below.  
 
 
3.1. ‘No data, no problem’ 
The principle of ‘no data, no market’ is the requirement on manufacturers, importers and users of 
chemicals to provide sufficient safety data for all chemicals they place on the market so that the 
regulator can check that the industry understands the risks of the chemicals they use, and to 

https://technical-regulation-information-system.ec.europa.eu/en/notification/26455
https://mim.dk/media/hszhzysc/agreement-on-a-national-action-plan-for-pfas.pdf
https://chemtrust.org/french_pfas_ban/
https://cxfc4.r.sp1-brevo.net/mk/mr/sh/6rqJ8GoudeITPxQMxQ6s4a7FLE7/x0RyP5eQiLhb
https://chemtrust.org/scientists-urge-acton-on-pfas/
https://chemtrust.org/scientists-urge-acton-on-pfas/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/jan/17/uk-failing-to-match-eu-in-fight-against-forever-chemicals-say-scientists
https://www.su.se/department-of-environmental-science/news/uk-government-responds-to-scientists-call-for-stricter-pfas-regulation-1.795445
https://www.endsreport.com/article/1888474/remediating-pfas-problem-sites-england-could-cost-121-billion
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/nov/04/decontamination-of-landfill-waste-leads-to-increase-in-toxic-chemicals-says-study
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/nov/04/decontamination-of-landfill-waste-leads-to-increase-in-toxic-chemicals-says-study
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A1295959&dswid=-1948
https://norden.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A1295959&dswid=-1948
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_23_4602
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ%3AJOL_2023_238_R_0003&qid=1695804976302
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/world-leading-microbeads-ban-takes-effect
https://www.endsreport.com/article/1835459/fact-check-intentionally-added-microplastics-set-banned-uk
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412023000557
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412021003524
https://www.fidra.org.uk/sustainable-fire-safety/mattress-and-furniture-industry-call-to-end-reliance-on-chemical-flame-retardants/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-reach-rationale-for-priorities/rationale-for-prioritising-substances-in-the-uk-reach-work-programme-2023-to-2024
https://www.echa.europa.eu/-/echa-adds-nine-hazardous-chemicals-to-candidate-list?utm_campaign=Candidate+List&utm_source=Twitter.com&utm_medium=FaceLift.com
https://www.politico.eu/article/the-eu-blacklisted-31-dangerous-chemicals-since-brexit-the-uks-banned-zero/
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provide a basis for regulatory decisions and controls. In May 2024 the last Government launched a 
public consultation on a new model for registration data, the Alternative Transitional Registration 
model. The new model will reduce to a ‘minimum’ information on chemical hazards and 
environmental and health effects, so that the industry does not have to incur the cost of accessing 
this information registered at EU level. Without this information, it will be much harder for the 
regulator to conduct its own evaluation and risk assessment programme, to independently assess 
and evaluate risks from harmful substances, and to implement and legally defend controls on 
them.  The way to minimise costs to the industry while upholding high safety standards is to align 
with EU risk management decisions, which rely on full registration data and thorough analysis of 
the risks. The public consultation concluded in July 2024, and we now await the new Government’s 
response.   
 
3.2. Substances of Very High Concern (SVHC) 
 
In December 2021, the last Government introduced changes to the UK’s SVHC list, which many of 
us warned would weaken rules that help to drive innovation in safer alternatives. Entry on the 
SVHC List carries immediate obligations on companies to provide sufficient information to their 
downstream customers and consumers to allow safe use and puts substances in line for further 
regulatory attention. Over three years after these changes, the situation is worse than anticipated, 
with the UK list falling into disrepair. Over the last four years, the EU has added 38 substances to 
its SVHC list, while no substance has been added to the UK’s list.  
 
3.3. Classification, Labelling & Packaging (CLP) Regulation 
 
3.3.1 Powers in the Retained EU Law Act 2023 were used to remove obligations on companies 

to provide information to poison centres (by removing Annex VIII of the Classification, 
Labelling and Packaging Regulation) that advise healthcare workers on the right treatment 
to give patients that have been accidentally poisoned by hazardous chemicals. This change 
made voluntary an EU obligation to provide appropriate information. Since EU exit, the EU 
has further improved and strengthened information requirements. 

 
3.3.2   Last year, HSE said it received legal advice that 90 classifications adopted by the EU prior 

to UK exit were not retained in UK law post-Brexit, and it would not support EU 
classifications for two of these substances – titanium dioxide and granulated copper.  

 
3.3.3. In September 2024, HSE announced a package of deregulatory proposals to chemicals 

legislation it leads on. The regulator is looking launch a public consultation on these 
proposals, subject to ministerial approval.  

 
These proposals include ending mandatory timed renewal dates for biocides and 
decoupling the GB Classification, Labelling & Packaging (GB CLP) regime from that 
of the EU to follow the (lower) Globally Harmonized System (GHS) of Classification and 
Labelling of Chemicals. GB CLP is unusual among British legislation on chemicals in that it 
requires HSE to formally respond to new EU hazard classifications within statutory 
timeframes. Enhesa analysis of GB CLP (in November 2023) found that GB CLP diverged 
from the EU’s in just under 15% of classifications and found in these instances of 
divergence, GB CLP was “generally less strict”. In our view, if these deregulatory policies 
go ahead, they will undermine the government’s wider ambitions for a closer trading 
relationship with the EU and ability to align with EU chemical safety regulations in future.  
 

 
4. What are the reasons for the above?  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-reach-alternative-transitional-registration-model-atrm
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-reach-alternative-transitional-registration-model-atrm
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-reach-alternative-transitional-registration-model-atrm/uk-reach-alternative-transitional-registration-model-atrm
https://chemtrust.org/is-the-swiss-system-for-regulating-chemicals-a-useful-model-for-the-uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-reach-approach-to-including-substances-of-very-high-concern-on-the-candidate-list/approach-to-including-substances-of-very-high-concern-on-the-uk-reach-candidate-list
https://twitter.com/pmdfoster/status/1471534970564980736
https://chemtrust.org/divergence-table/
https://chemtrust.org/plan-for-harmful-chemicals-uk/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/28/pdfs/ukpga_20230028_en.pdf
https://poisoncentres.echa.europa.eu/-/new-product-categories-for-notifying-poison-centres#:~:text=ECHA%20has%20updated%20the%20European,uses%20of%20their%20hazardous%20mixtures
https://product.enhesa.com/955463/great-britains-hse-declines-to-support-eu-carcinogen-classification-for-titanium-dioxide
https://hubs.li/Q02RCqmn0
https://www.endsreport.com/article/1891775/dynamic-system-senior-hse-official-sets-chemicals-divergence-ambitions
https://product.enhesa.com/1250106/uk-seeks-to-decouple-from-eu-classification-system-in-clp-reform
https://product.enhesa.com/883141/post-brexit-mandatory-classifications-that-diverge-from-eu-clp-generally-less-strict-analysis-finds
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In our view, the primary reasons for the UK falling behind EU standards are a lack of capacity in 
the system (of data and staff), as well as an interest in a more ‘light touch’ regulatory approach 
under the previous government. It does not seem that Whitehall has sufficient capacity to fulfil its 
new regulatory responsibilities post-Brexit to an equivalent scale and pace as the EU, with a Lords 
committee and the NAO highlighting skills shortages among regulators.  
 
There were also pushes under the last Government against new regulations. It is unclear if this 
was due to the growth duty on HSE or evidence requirements to support the need new legislation, 
or if it’s indicative of a more ‘risk-based’ approach, which requires more evidence of harm before 
taking action. However, the effect is that all the regulatory priorities burden the regulator with 
additional preparatory work gathering evidence and analysing risk management options. This 
delays action and hinders the regulator’s ability to take swift action to prevent the threats to our 
health and environment from exposure to harmful chemicals. Instead, UK REACH could be using 
comprehensive EU analysis of the risks posed by chemicals, and the measures needed to ensure 
that they are used safely or not at all. 
 
There is also a lack of transparency in how policy and regulatory decisions are made, compared to 
EU REACH, which allows greater scope for backdoor lobbying, risking what was described by a 
select committee as “an ever-present danger of regulatory capture by powerful interests”.  
 
An early evaluation of the implementation of UK REACH predicted that there were opportunities in 
the UK to make up for time lost at the start of the process with increased speed of political 
decision-making. It reported that “HSE said that ‘the period between opinion-making by HSE and 
decision-making by the Secretary of State is expected, on average, to be shorter than under EU 
REACH’”. However, this has not been the reality, with changes in ministers and lack of 
parliamentary time most likely delaying decision-making. For example, HSE recommended two 
substances for the UK authorisation list in 2021, but gave no timescales for when the last 
Government would make a decision on whether to add them or not.  
 
4. Next steps  
 
We must strengthen UK REACH, with a commitment in the revised 2025 Environmental 
Improvement Plan to catch up with and match or exceed EU chemical laws and protections, 
including a delivery plan for achieving this. A regulatory system which defaults to aligning with EU 
chemical safety laws, would provide a long-term, cost-effective and sustainable approach to 
regulating chemicals. 
 
Chemicals should be included in negotiations on the UK-EU reset, and in the meantime, the UK 
should establish a principled default policy of unilateral alignment to prevent further regulatory drift. 
This would ensure GB environmental and health protections are pegged to the highest standards 
globally. This can be achieved within tight constraints on public spending as it would require fewer 
resources for administering unnecessary duplicate regulatory assessments, as well as minimise 
public costs of clean-up from failure to regulate pollution at source. It would also provide greater 
regulatory certainty for businesses and investment and could help to unlock a more ambitious and 
economically beneficial trade reset, as well as uphold the UK’s internal market.  
 
Further information: 

• UK REACH Work Programme  2024-25 and a report on its activities in 2023-4 
• CHEM Trust keeps a log of the differences between UK and EU regulatory bans or controls 

on harmful substances at: https://chemtrust.org/divergence-table/ and this briefing is 
regularly updated on https://chemtrust.org/review-of-uk-reach/.   

https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/517/industry-and-regulators-committee/news/199796/urgent-reform-needed-to-improve-independence-accountability-and-performance-of-uk-regulators/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/517/industry-and-regulators-committee/news/199796/urgent-reform-needed-to-improve-independence-accountability-and-performance-of-uk-regulators/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/regulating-after-eu-exit/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/126783/pdf/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/126672/html/
https://www.theyworkforyou.com/debates/?id=2019-02-25d.75.0#g87.0
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5804/ldselect/ldindreg/56/5602.htm
https://sciencesearch.defra.gov.uk/ProjectDetails?ProjectId=21249
https://www.hse.gov.uk/reach/recommendations.htm?utm_source=govdelivery&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=chemicals-guidance&utm_term=docs&utm_content=reach-17-jan-24
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/CHEM-Trust-Note-Product-Regulation-Metrology-Bill-Lords-Second-Reading-8-October-2024.pdf
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/NGO-letter-Stormont-Brake.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/reach/assets/docs/work-programme-2024-25.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/reach/assets/docs/article83-report-2023-24.pdf
https://chemtrust.org/divergence-table/
https://chemtrust.org/review-of-uk-reach/
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• The Swiss system of chemical management achieves a high degree of harmonisation with 
EU chemical regulations through a default policy of alignment, known as “autonomous 
adaptation”. This policy was adopted unilaterally and is not attached to a wider set of 
bilateral agreements it has in place with the EU. CHEM Trust commissioned a report on 
this system and published its assessment of the usefulness of this model to the UK here.  

 
 
 
 
 

https://chemtrust.org/is-the-swiss-system-for-regulating-chemicals-a-useful-model-for-the-uk/

