
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE1089
Main Petitioner: Morag Parnell, on behalf of the Women’s Environmental 
Network, Scotland. 
Subject: Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to 
investigate any links between exposure to hazardous toxins in the 
environment and in the workplace and the rising incidence of cancers and 
other chronic illnesses. 
 
The Problem 
The carcinogenic properties of some toxins are well known to medical science 
and research worldwide continues to improve understanding of the 
susceptibility of cells to cancerous attack. Nevertheless, arriving at 
international scientific consensus is a protracted process, and in the 
meantime, as researchers from the Occupational and Environmental Health 
Research Group at the University of Stirling have recently pointed out, the UK 
faces at least 20,000 and possibly in excess of 40,000 new cases of work-
related cancer every year, leading to thousands of deaths and an annual cost 
to the economy of between £29.5bn and £59bn.1

 
Paragraph 3.16 of the 2007 Report of the Royal Commission on 
Environmental Pollution (RCEP) neatly expresses the scale and complexity of 
the problem raised by this petition: 
 

 “Toxicological studies of industrial pollutants found in urban areas 
have provided valuable evidence to support the reduction of human 
exposure limits. However, in real life people are exposed to mixtures of 
pollutants which may vary hourly, daily and over a longer timescale, as 
well as from place to place. Individual pollutants within the mixture also 
have widely differing adverse health effects depending upon the target 
organ, interactions with other environmental factors (such as allergens 
and viruses in the case of asthma, and diet in the case of 
cardiovascular events) and the type of pollutant exposure, whether 
acute or chronic. Almost nothing is known about the pattern of 
exposure in relation to adverse health outcomes or the importance of 
interactions between outdoor pollutants and the indoor environment 
and total cumulative personal exposure. Individual susceptibility to the 
effects of air pollution also varies with factors such as genetic 
background, age, health status, diet, occupational exposure, housing 
location and type.”2

 
Although the location of hazardous toxins is not confined to urban areas, it is 
in the towns and cities that human exposure is at its greatest. This risk is 
compounded by the fact that tiny amounts of dioxins (powerful hormone-
disrupting chemicals) routinely enter the human food chain as by-products of 
industry. Contamination may occur through environmental pollution of the air, 
water and soil, such as is the case with toxic metals, polychlorinated biphenyls 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1089.htm
http://www.hazards.org/cancer/hsecriticism.htm
http://www.rcep.org.uk/urbanenvironment.htm


 

(PCBs) and dioxins, or through the intentional use of various chemicals, such 
as pesticides, animal drugs and other agrochemicals.  
 
Towards a Solution 
Studies by the World Health Organisation and the European Union both show 
that the levels of these chemicals in food have fallen overall in the past 
decade in line with greater awareness of food health and regulation.3 
Nevertheless, scientifically derived safety thresholds differ by orders of 
magnitude, and there still remains a fair degree of international confusion 
about how to deal with these pollutants. 
 
Among actions taken at European level, a major package of EU law to update 
the regulation of potentially dangerous chemicals has recently been agreed. 
Entitled REACH4 it deals with the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and 
Restriction of Chemical substances. The new law came into force on 1 June 
2007. 
 
In the UK, the RCEP produced a report in 2003 entitled Chemicals in 
Products: Safeguarding the Environment and Human Health. The central aim 
of this study was to analyse the key issues and make recommendations 
designed to reduce the chance that chemical use will cause long-term 
damage to the natural environment or human health. 
 
Action by the Scottish Government 
The Environmental Health Surveillance System for Scotland (EHSS) has been 
funded by the Scottish Executive since 2003. Scottish local authorities provide 
data on a range of environmental parameters including air quality, noise 
complaints and radiation. Scottish Water provides data on drinking water 
quality based on regulation water sampling at both treatment plants and 
consumers’ homes. Information on sites on the Scottish Pollutant Release 
Inventory (SPRI) is supplied by SEPA and these include chemical installations 
and landfill sites. 
 
In the Review of the RCEP Consultant’s Report published by Defra in July 
2007, a specific comment was made with regard to devolution with one 
respondent commenting on the need from RCEP for a “realisation that 
devolution is a reality”. Another respondent observed the need to “involve the 
Scottish Executive Environment and Rural Development Department at the 
same time, and same frequency, as Defra”. However it was also recognised 
by the Scottish Executive in interview that having a UK wide perspective on 
environmental issues was useful given that most environmental matters had 
been devolved. It was important in their view to have an organisation like 
RCEP functioning with a specific UK remit between the European Union (the 
source of much environmental legislation) and the devolved administrations. 
 
In November 2005, the Scottish Executive produced its Report of the 
Corporate Homicide Expert Group which called upon the professional 
opinions of a number of prominent environmental experts and health 
professionals such as Professor Andrew Watterson from the Occupational 
and Environmental Health Research Group at the University of Stirling. 
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http://ec.europa.eu/environment/chemicals/reach/reach_intro.htm
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Action of the Scottish Parliament 
The Scottish Parliament has debated the dangers of toxic chemicals of one 
form or another fairly regularly. One of the most notable occasions concerned 
the recent public health anxiety over cancer-causing toxins in Scottish farmed 
salmon. 
 
In terms of chronic diseases, the asbestos-related Rights of Relatives to 
Damages (Mesothelioma) (Scotland) Bill was passed on 21 March 2007. 
 
 
Ian Lees 
Research Specialist 
9 November 2007 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings with 
petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
petitions briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petitions briefings is correct at 
the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these briefings are not 
necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
 
                                                 
1 Watterson, Andrew (Prof); O’Neill, Rory (Prof); ‘Burying the Evidence – How the UK is 
Prolonging the Occupational Cancer Epidemic’ 2007 
2 The Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution, 2007 – The Urban Environment, 
paragraph 3.16, p.35. The RCEP is set up by Royal Warrant from 1970. The warrant sets out 
the Commission's powers to call witnesses, inspect documents and premises etc., although 
nothing in it requires the government of the day to respond to its reports. 
3 The Guardian, 9 January 2004 – Feature on toxicity in Scottish salmon  
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