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● B A S I C  I N F O R M A T I O N  A B O U T  P E S T I C I D E S ●

WHAT IS A PESTICIDE?
By law, a pesticide is “any substance or mixture of substances intended for preventing, destroying,
repelling, or mitigating any pest.” This definition includes insecticides, herbicides, fungicides,
rodenticides, and antimicrobials as well as plant growth regulators, defoliants and dessicants.

It is important to note what this definition does not include. Pesticides kill or damage pests, but they
don’t solve pest problems. Solving a pest problem requires identifying the factors that allow the pest to
thrive, and then changing those conditions so that the pest is no longer successful. At best, pesticides
provide short-term respites from pests, and require repeated treatments to keep pest populations low.

figure out the causes of the problem,
the factors that have allowed a pest to
thrive. When these factors are ad-
dressed, a pest problem is truly solved.

Simply killing pests, instead of solv-
ing pest problems, leads to routine and
repeated use of pesticides as pests need
to be killed over and over again. The
enormous amounts of pesticides that are
currently used, after decades of wide-
spread use, are a simple demonstration
of this fact. There are over 800 differ-
ent pesticides and over 20,000 prod-
ucts currently registered for use in the
U.S.; total pesticide use is over 4.5 bil-
lion pounds annually.4 An estimated 4.4
billion applications are made annually
in homes, yards, and gardens.5

Pesticides are unique chemicals. De-
signed to kill or damage living things,
they are, as the National Research Coun-
cil has written, “perhaps the only toxic
substances that are purposefully applied
to the environment.”1

A Legal Definition

 The term pesticide is defined by the
national pesticide law, the Federal In-
secticide, Fungicide and Rodenticide
Act (FIFRA). According to FIFRA, a
pesticide is “any substance or mixture
of substances intended for preventing,
destroying, repelling, or mitigating any
pest.”2 FIFRA also adds plant growth
regulators, defoliators, and desiccants to
the legal definition of pesticides.2

“Pesticide” is commonly used as a
synonym for insecticide, a substance
which targets insect pests. However,
under the legal definition all “cides” are
pesticides: fungicides to kill molds and
fungi, herbicides to kill plants, roden-
ticides to kill rodents, and antimicrobi-
als for killing bacteria and viruses.3

What a Pesticide Is Not

 A comprehensive definition of the
term pesticide also needs to include
what pesticides don’t do. Pesticides kill
or damage pests, sometimes very effec-
tively. What they don’t do is solve pest
problems. Killing pests, in and of it-
self, is never the answer to a pest prob-
lem. Pest problems get solved when we

If pesticides real ly solved pest
problems, these enormous numbers
would shrink.

References

 1. National Research Council. Board on Agricul-
ture. Committee on Long-Range Soil and Wa-
ter Conservation. 1993. Soil and water quality.
Washington D.C.: National Academy Press. p.
334.

 2. FIFRA § 2(u).
 3. FIFRA § 2(t).
 4. Aspelin, A.L. 1997. Pesticides industry sales and

usage: 1994 and 1995 market estimates. U.S.
EPA. Office of Prevention, Pesticides and Toxic
Substances. Office of Pesticide Programs. Bio-
logical and Economic Analysis Division. Wash-
ington, D.C., Aug.

 5. Whitmore, R.W., J.E. Kelly, and P.L. Reading.
1992. National home and garden pesticide use
survey. Final report, Vol. 1: Executive summary,
results, and recommendations. Research Tri-
angle Park NC: Research Triangle Institute.

Jo
hn

 B
au

gu
es

s


