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Chemicals and the New Member States
– the Example of Hungary
IN T RODUCTION (G. SIMON)
Following the EU accession, industries –rapidly making their way into the hands
of Western owners – have promptly found the way to reienforce their interests in
the Union’s legislative and decision-making bodies.Moreover, it is not uncommon
for Hungarian citizens to hear that international industrial stakeholders referring to
their interests when attempting to modify rules of law. The aim of this publication
is to present the interests of Hungary and the other seven ex-communist new EU
member states, with respect to chemicals and their regulation from a perspective
of an environmental NGO. In the lobby and decision-making of Brussels it is very
important that our countries’ true interests are represented and that our particular
customs and practices – often diﬀerent from those of the Western countries – are
taken into consideration when adopting regulations. During the short period of the
EU accession, industrial enterprises of the new member states had to adapt to a large
number of environmental rules which had been created by the EU and its predecessor
organs in the course of several decades. Naturally, there are a lot of complaints from
business concerning the tragic impacts of the EU’s chemicals policy (REACH)
which is currently under preparation. It is not our intention to bring Hungarian
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) into a competitive disadvantage vis-àvis multinational corporations which they are unable to catch up with; therefore, we
attach great importance to the fact that REACH will indeed bring beneﬁts to the
countries. This is to say that , it will bring about the maximum of environmental and
health beneﬁts without destroying the industries.
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This publication will also show that the Brussels decision-makers need to take
into account the diﬀerences which arise from the particular development of these
countries. For instance, in the Western part of the European Union, citizens often don’t
realise the inﬂuence that some multinational corporations and the USA have gained in
new member states and in the countries waiting for the accession. This can be equally
attributed to the eﬀect of the suddenly liberalized markets and to the compensation of
the unfounded fear from Russia.
As a consequence of the unexpected capitalist transformation, the once strong trade
unions – at that time held by the communist parties – have lost much of their power and
popularity. Today, they have by far less inﬂuence than before, and their power to aﬀect
the public opinion is more limited than that of the Western Europeancounterparts.
This trend is further reinforced by the fact that certain multinational companies make
their activities practically impossible. As a result, it is not rare that workers’ interests
are not represented in companies employing hundreds or thousands of people.
With the exception of Malta and Cyprus, the ten new member states joining the
EU in 2004 had belonged to the former Eastern Bloc. Industrial development in these
countries had a number of common features. The industry, so including the chemicals
C HE MICALS , R E AC H A N D T H E N E W M E M B E R S TAT E S – the E x ample o f Hungar y

manufacturing and use, was centrally controlled, which also meant considerable
inﬂexibility and lack of innovation presented. This naturally posed serious problems.
In large agricultural cooperatives, for example, substantial quantities of chlorinated
pesticides, already qualiﬁed as POP, were used. However, due to the professional way
in which they were used as well as continuous investigation of chemical residues, the
products usually only contained chemical residues in quantities remaining under the
limit values.
It is also a particular characteristic of the countries of the former Soviet sphere
of inﬂuence that the communist successor parties (the current socialist and social
democratic parties) present a more positive stance towards the industry than the right
wing parties – due to the fact that business owners are closer to them because of their
previous position.
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1 . D EVEL OPMENT AND A LTERATION OF C HEMICALS
US AG E IN HUNGARY AND IN THE NEW MEMBER STATES
I N GE N ERAL (G. SIMON)
In the former socialist countries, even as late as the 1980s, a coloured and scented
bar of soap originating from the West tended to attract admirers. Although a “target”
chemical was available for nearly every basic purpose, the household chemicals were
not diluted, coloured and scented. People used a maximum of four or ﬁve substances
in their homes, and in general they were aware of the eﬀects of those chemicals.
Nevertheless, many However, a striking counter-example is the former wide-spread
practice of cleaning almost everything in the household with chlorine bleach, not
taking into account its detrimental impacts. At the same time, products contained
uncontrolled chemical additives, although the number of these additives was much
less than today. In rural areas, however, natural cleaning agents (e.g. washing soda)
have remained in use almost up until very recently, and people predominantly used
natural materials in their environment, too.
In the years preceding the change of regime, however, various chemicals designed
for all sorts of purposes have appeared overnight and in mass quantities with the
liberalization of markets (this process was diﬀerent from one country to the other:
while the Hungarian market opened up already from the beginning of the 1980s, in
other countries it was only at the end of the decade that Western products became
available). In our days, an average CEE household’s shelves contain some 30 to 40
diﬀerent chemicals. The key aim of the chemical companies is the proﬁt-maximization;
and so they try – and not unsuccessfully – to force upon us as many chemicals as
possible, often designed for unnecessary purposes. For instance, we can ﬁnd in
virtually every home air fresheners (with harmful eﬀects), earlier rarely seen, and
also loads of superﬂuous anti-bacterial agents (carrying many other risks). Formerly
unknown additives have become widely used, e.g. to facilitate drying or to ensure a
„silkier feel”, and today nearly all products contain some synthetic scenting chemicals.
While Western Europeans could become acquainted with, and learn the use of, these
materials over a period of several decades, the Eastern European population was all of
a sudden ﬂooded by masses of such products; and it was almost exclusively through
advertisements that consumers got to know these chemicals.
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Not only the advertisements, but also education and science suggest that the
chemicals will solve problems in all spheres of our life. The fact that certain everyday
chemicals can indeed have harmful impacts on us is still regarded by many as the
“folly” of green NGOs: they are reluctant to believe us. On the other hand, people’s
conﬁdence in the state healthcare agencies, and in particular in the National Public
Health and Medical Oﬃcer’s Service, remains unwavering, especially because in the
advertisements, too, it is their physicians who keep aﬃrming the usefulness of various
chemicals. It happened on several occasions that civil organisations highlighted a
problem, but the National Public Health and Medical Oﬃcer’s Service only qualiﬁed
such communications as scare-mongering, and the media, too, took their arguments
seriously. (For instance, we told about the fact that in medical devices and in children’s
toys, phthalate softeners, recently banned in the EU, can be found. In response to
that, the National Public Health and Medical Oﬃcer’s Service announced that the
C HE MICALS , R E AC H A N D T H E N E W M E M B E R S TAT E S – the E x ample o f Hungar y

NGOs’ statements were not true, and the devices concerned only contained permitted
substances. The media accused the NGOs with scare-mongering, although the
phthalates are in fact present in these chemicals, but with permission – which was not
denied by the NGOs either.)

2. D EVEL OP M E N T OF T H E C H E M IC A L IN DU ST RY I N
HUNGARY A N D OT H E R NEW ME M B E R STAT E S
a) Position of the Chemical Industry in the Central and Eastern European
Countries (with Special Focus on Hungary) (J. Pál)
Among the new member states, Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic possess
substantial chemical industrial capacities. The chemical industries of the Central and
Eastern European countries relatively quickly recovered from the diﬃculties arising in
the wake of the change of regime. In these countries, the volume of chemical industrial
production has been growing in recent years at a pace faster than that of the EU 15
average (Figure 1), despite a considerable drop in the level of employment (Figure 2).
The rapid development of chemical industries in countries joining the EU in 2004
was also promoted by a fairly high level of direct investments in the chemical industry:
in the EU countries some 4.3 per cent of the chemical industrial production’s annual
value is spent on capital expenditures, whereas in the Central and Eastern European
countries this portion is 8.6 per cent (2.).
Figure 1: Development of the value of chemical industrial production in key Central and Eastern European countries (2.)1

7
Source: CEFIC

Without the petroleum and the rubber industry

1
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Figure 2: Development of the employment level of chemical industries in the Central and Eastern European countries (2.)1

Source: CEFIC
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Total sales of the Hungarian chemical industry in 2003 amounted to some EUR
7.5 billion, which represents 1.3 per cent of the sector’s total EU sales. Consequently,
the Hungarian chemical industry does not play a key role at the European level,
but it is a relatively important sector at national level. The chemical industry’s main
characteristics include its cyclical nature and the above-the-average exposure to world
market eﬀects. As it is an extremely technology-intensive activity, innovation and
ﬂexible adaptability are of utmost importance.
The Hungarian chemical industry’s structure slightly diﬀers from the EU average:
in Hungary the portion of pharmaceutical production is by about 13 per cent larger,
and that of the basic material production is by 10 per cent larger, whereas special
chemical industrial products (pesticides, intermediates) represent a share which is by
about 20 per cent smaller. As compared to the Western European chemical industry’s
foreign trade surplus of 20 per cent, the Hungarian chemical industry shows a foreign
trade deﬁcit of 50 to 70 per cent. Within total domestic industrial sales the chemical
industry accounts for nearly 16 per cent; the sector represents 11 per cent of the
aggregate industrial exports, and gives 6 per cent of the total Hungarian economic
output.
In the past few years, the chemical industry recorded a stable growth: in the period
between 1999 and 2003, its output increased by some 13 per cent – at a somewhat
slower pace than that of the total industrial growth. Along with stagnating domestic
sales, considerable export growth can be observed. The importance of expanding
exports is further set oﬀ by the fact that it was realized in spite of rising oil prices and
high HUF exchange rates.
In Hungary, over 2500 chemical industrial companies employ about 75 thousand
workers. More than 98 per cent of these ﬁrms are small or medium-sized enterprises,
which provide employment for some one third part of all chemical industrial
employees, and account for a quarter of the production value.1
Out of the production of the chemical industry taken in the broader sense,
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nearly 30 per cent is represented by petroleum processing and coke manufacturing,
16 per cent by the pharmaceutical industry and the petrochemical industry (plastic
primary material manufacturing), and 14 per cent by the manufacturing of plastic
ﬁnished products. Further important Hungarian chemical industrial products include
fertilizers, pesticides, rubber products, paints, chemical ﬁbres and industrial gases. The
pattern of Hungary’s chemicals production is clearly illustrated by the distribution of
revenues from individual product groups (Table 1).
Table 1: Development of chemical industrial revenues (2000–2003) by product groups (billion HUF; without the petroleum and
the rubber industry) (2.)

Manufacturing of
chemical basic materials
Agricultural chemicals
manufacturing
Paints manufacturing
Pharmaceuticals
manufacturing
Other
Chemical products in
total

2000

2001

2002

2003

377.6

369.2

363.5

378.3

11.1

13.8

9.9

10.5

29.8

28.0

29.0

30.3

236.7

266.3

290.7

341.8

86.1

91.9

95.3

106.5

741.2

769.2

788.4

867.4

Source: Central Statistical Oﬃce of Hungary

Recent years have seen considerable restructuring within the Hungarian chemical
industrial sector. The importance of agricultural chemicals manufacturing has been
falling, whereas the pharmaceuticals manufacturing is growing dynamically, and can
be regarded as the spearhead industry of the Hungarian chemical industrial sector.
In the sphere of petroleum processing, MOL is a company holding practically a
monopolistic position within Hungary: its share in the wholesale fuel market exceeds
80 per cent.
MOL also produces substantial quantities of petrochemical basic materials, and it
is the owner of TVK, the largest Hungarian petrochemical company. With respect to
this market, BorsodChem should also be mentioned. The three companies are in close
technological and business relationship with one another. Together they represent
some 50 per cent of the Hungarian chemical industrial production value, and provide
about 10 per cent of the Hungarian GDP.
At the beginning of the 1990s, a part of the factories manufacturing agricultural
chemicals were closed down. The fertilizer market has stabilized by now: its key
participant is Nitrogénművek Rt., which, in addition to satisfying Hungarian demand,
exports nearly 20 per cent of its production. In the segment of pesticide manufacturing,
the problems arising at the time of the change of regime were exacerbated by the
growing use of imported preparations. Today, there are considerable unutilized
manufacturing capacities available in this industry.
Within the paints industry, an oligopolistic situation has evolved on the market.
Imports are relatively signiﬁcant, and the market is determined by 5 to 10 companies.
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When evaluating the situation of the Hungarian chemical industry, we must point
out the strong import dependency (for instance, 80 per cent of the used petroleum
comes from abroad). The Hungarian petroleum industry and the petrochemical sector
hold stable market positions, and the leading chemical industrial enterprises enjoy
strong liquidity and high proﬁtability levels (2.).

b) The EU Accession’s Impac t on the Chemical Indu str ies of the
Vi s eg rád Four C ountr ies (T. D ragos)
In the four countries (Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary and Slovakia), the catchup process has already been mostly completed in the chemical industrial sector. This
means that even with a growth rate above the Western European level, no signiﬁcant
changes can be expected as a consequence of the accession. As the economic
performance of the Visegrád Four Countries improves, it can be anticipated that the
per capita utilization of chemical industrial products will reach the current EU level.
At present, the utilization is about half of that of the leading European countries.
As a result of certain processes, Central Europe is also heading towards an
industrial structure, already in place in the EU, which can be characterised by a strong
proprietory interlocking between companies manufacturing diﬀerent elements of the
chemical industrial product chain. As regards Western European investors, they are
showing less interest in the Eastern European region, for the Middle East oﬀers more
favourable investment opportunities for them. In Hungary, the privatization process
is already completed: state ownership had a share of only 12 per cent in 1999. In the
Czech Republic, the principal form of direct investments eﬀected in the chemical
industry was the establishment of joint ventures with multinational corporations.
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A free trade agreement was in force between Hungary and the European Union,
and import customs duties have gradually been reduced. For most chemicals, trade
and technical barriers have been abolished; as a consequence, the industry is exposed
to competition from the Union.
It is to be highlighted that the SWOT analysis of the Visegrád Four Countries’
chemical industries mentions among their strengths the well-trained workforce and
the tradition of chemical industrial manufacturing, whereas it indicates as weaknesses
the dependence on imported raw materials and the dominance of goods with low
added value. From a technological aspect, Poland’s position is the worst among the
four countries: the Polish chemical industry uses on a mass scale obsolete technologies
which do not comply with EU requirements.

c) Multinational C ompanies in Hungar y (T. D ragos)
The Hungarian plastic industry only partly uses domestic basic materials. Most of
the companies belonging to this sector operate as subsidiaries, and the procurement
decisions are taken at the headquarters of their respective parent companies. These
supplier enterprises have typically located in Hungary by following one of the
multinational companies.
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With the decline of large agricultural concerns, the markets of factories producing
Hungarian fertilizers and pesticides have contracted. The situation of these enterprises
has been further aggravated by the loss of their former customers in Russia and in the
earlier Soviet member states as well; and to make matters worse, on their remaining
domestic market they had to face an increasingly forceful competition from the
products of large multinational corporations.
An important segment of the Hungarian chemical industry, i.e. the companies
manufacturing detergents and cosmetics, were acquired virtually entirely by
multinational corporations in the middle of the 1990s. This sector is hallmarked by
company names like Henkel, Unilever or Procter & Gamble.

3. C HEMICA L S A N D U S
a) What Is in our Blood? (M. Prommer)
Following the blood testing of MEPs in 2003, in June 2004 fourteen Health and
Environment Ministers from thirteen European Union countries volunteered for
WWF to have their blood tested for a range of 103 hazardous man-made chemicals.
Just one year later, in June 2005, another blood testing took place in twelve European
countries: one family – represented by grandmother, mother and child – was tested for
the same chemicals. Why were all those blood testing necessary?
Man-made chemicals are around us. They are literally everywhere. There is hardly
any product can be mentioned that is not including one or more synthetic chemicals.
They are in our house, in our car, in our clothing, in our household devices, in our IT
products and so on. Unfortunately, they are already in our body too.
It has been known for a while that synthetic pesticides and food additives can have
serious eﬀects on our health and environment. However, little has been known about
the man-made chemicals included in wide range of everyday products. Through many
years it was believed that those chemicals cannot get out of products thus they do not
pose any risk to users. Due to various scientiﬁc studies then, it turned out that this
was not the case. Scientist discovered that many chemicals they studied can get out
of products and able to enter in to living organisms including humans. In addition,
some of them will accumulate and deposited in the tissues staying in the body for
many years and if their concentration will reach the critical level they can cause allergy,
cancer, negatively aﬀect reproductivity and embryogenesis.
In spite of scientiﬁc evidences little has been done to change hazardous chemicals
to less harmful ones and the public is not informed properly about the risks either.
WWF decided to address those matters and test the blood of volunteers in order to
show again that hazardous man-made chemicals can be found in everyone regardless
to age, sex, nationality, education or geographic location.

C HE MICALS , R E AC H A N D T H E N E W M E M B E R S TAT E S – the E x ample o f Hungar y

C H E M IC A L S , R E AC H AND T HE N E W M E MBE R S TATE S – t he E x a m ple o f H u n ga r y

11

Photos by Péter Rákosi
A family from Györ, west Hungary volunteered for WWF bloodtest.

A blood sample is taken from Mr. Miklós Persányi,
the Hungarian Minister of Environment and Water

The blood samples of volunteers were analysed for a total of 103 diﬀerent manmade chemicals from 7 diﬀerent chemical families:
• 12 Organochlorine pesticides (including DDT, Chlordane, lindane and HCB);
• 40 PCBs;
• 32 Brominated ﬂame retardants (30 PBDEs plus HBCD and TBBP-A);
• 8 Phthalates;
• 7 Perﬂuorinated chemicals;
• 2 Synthetic musks;
• 2 Anti-bacterials (triclosan and its breakdown product, methyl triclosant).
These chemicals were chosen on the basis of their potential to persist and
bioaccumulate in the environment and that they had either previously been found in
humans or there was a chance that they would be found.
The results were shocking even though they were not unexpected. Every volunteer
tested was contaminated by a cocktail of hazardous chemicals.

R E SULTS OF BL O OD TEST OF MINISTERS IN 2004
• 55 of the 103 chemicals looked for were detected.
• At least 33 chemicals were found in every person tested.
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• 25 of the same chemicals were found in every individual, including
p,p’-DDE and HCB.
• The highest number of chemicals found in any one person was 43,
whilst the average (and median) number of chemicals found was 37.
• The chemical found in the highest concentration and the highest
median concentration in whole blood was the phthalate DEHP
(Diethylhexyl Phthalate) at concentrations of 160 and 120 ng/g whole
blood, respectively. DEHP is an endocrine disrupter and has been
identiﬁed as a reproductive toxicant.
• The chemical found in the highest concentration in blood serum was
p,p’-DDE (a DDT metabolite), at a concentration of 3300 pg/g. It also
had the highest median concentration of 845 pg/g serum.
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• Deca-BDE, a suspected neuro-toxic chemical used as a ﬂame
retardant, was found at the highest concentration of all the ﬂameretardants tested at 45 pg/g serum.
The chemicals found in every person’s blood include two organochlorine
pesticides: Hexachlorobenzene and p,p’-DDE which is a breakdown
product of DDT. The brominated ﬂame retardant chemical (PBDE
153), which is a component of the penta- and octa- brominated
diphenyl ether ﬂame retardant products, was also found in every
single person. In addition, 22 speciﬁc PCB congeners were found in
everyone. The total number of chemicals found in the blood of the
Ministers was 55. That represents 53 per cent of the 103 chemicals
looked for. The maximum number of chemicals found in any minister
was 43. The average (and median) number of chemicals found was 37
and the lowest number of chemicals found was 33.
Table 2: Results of blood test of Ministers in 2004

Chemical Group
PCBs

100

OC Pesticides

100

Brominated ﬂame retardants

100

Perﬂuorinated chemicals

100 (of those tested)

Phthalates

79

Synthetic musks

21

Anti-bacterials

0

Chemical

Percentage of Ministers
Contaminated

22 separate PCB congeners

100

p,p’-DDE (OC pesticide)

100

Hexachlorobenzene (HCB) (OC pesticide)

100

BDE-153 (Brominated Flame Retardant)

100

ß-HCH (OC Pesticide)

93

PFOA, PFNA (Perﬂuorinated Chemicals)
DEHP (Di-Ethyl-Hexy-Phthalate)
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Percentage of Ministers
Contaminated

75 (of the 12 tested)
79
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Whilst many of these chemicals have been banned, many others are still used in
everyday products. These surveys conﬁrm the ubiquitous contamination by a cocktail
of hazardous chemicals of every person tested. It is possible to infer that every person in
Europe, and probably the world is similarly contaminated. Of course, not only humans
are aﬀected by hazardous chemicals. A number of scientiﬁc studies have proved the
contamination of wildlife too. Although manufacture and use of some chemicals has
been tightly regulated, the “body burden” of chemicals in wildlife and humans is more
worrying than ever. In the 1960s only 5 organochlorines and mercury were found in
marine mammals. Today over 265 organic pollutants and 50 inorganic chemicals have
been found in these species.
Species living in the Arctic are especially threatened. In spite of lacking industry
and high human population this area is becoming a deposit for hazardous man-made
chemicals. Hazardous chemicals can make their thousand-mile-way to the Arctic in
the air, in the water or with the help of migrating animals and the breakdown of those
chemicals is much slower in cold climate. According to various studies, wildlife and
native human population are seriously aﬀected by the phenomena.
However, our immediate neighbourhood is badly aﬀected as well. In the middle of
last century, Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) became extinct in large parts of the
northern hemisphere due to the widespread use of DDT. Central Europe and Hungary
were especially badly aﬀected. Today DDT has been banned (at least in the northern
hemisphere) for more than 30 years and the populations of Peregrine are recovering
well. However, another synthetic chemical (a brominated ﬂame retardant) has been
recently found in falcons in Europe – probably causing the same problems like DDT
did.
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This ﬁnding shows again that people and wildlife are being contaminated with
chemicals in everyday use that have similar properties to chemicals that have been
already banned due to their harmful properties. Why is it like that? Existing regulation
is neither comprehensive nor eﬀective enough in protecting wildlife and human
health.
Another problem is that public is poorly informed about the chemicals in products
and of their impacts on health and environment. Fortunately public awareness is
increasing continuously.

b) What Is in our Heads? (M. Prommer)
In June 2005 WWF Hungary tested not only blood samples but also “heads”
of people. Cognative Ltd., a Hungarian market and opinion research company, has
organised an opinion poll on the request of WWF Hungary. They asked 1003 randomly
chosen people on a nationwide represesentative sample among Hungarian population
aged 15 years or more. The questionnaire surveyed the public opinion in Hungary on
man-made chemicals, the responsibility of various stakeholders and the willingness
for change by asking 1003 randomly chosen people. The results are very interesting.
The ﬁrst question examined the general view of public on environmental problems.
People in Hungary think that sinking of oil-tankers causes the biggest pollution to
environment (75%). However, chemical industry takes the second place with not
much diﬀerence (67%). Littering (56%), nuclear power plants (41%) and plastic bottles
and bags (45%) are also considered as very polluting. At the same time, according to
the poll agriculture (11%), regulation of rivers (15%), use of paper (13%), hunting
(10%) and forestry (10%) are considered harmless or least harmful to environment.
The questionnaire included also a question about the relationship between
environmental problems and human health. Hungarians name air pollution as
the biggest threat to human health (72.5%). Synthetic food-additives (61.4%) and
pesticides (57%) come to second and third. However, more chemicals can be found
on seventh (household cleaning supplies: 25.7%), on eighth (synthetic chemicals in
everyday products: 25.3%) and tenth (cosmetics: 13.9%) places. (Multiple responses
were possible to statement “considerably damages health”.)
In spite of chemical accidents and scandals it seems that people are still not aware
of chemical risk. To the question: “How harmful do you think synthetic chemicals in
everyday products in your environment are to your and your family’s health?” more than
a half of the people (57.9%) said that those chemicals are a “bit harmful”. At the same
time, about one quarter (27.6%) of them think that synthetic chemicals in products
are “very harmful”. One tenth (9.9%) do not consider those chemicals as threats at all.
The rest (4.6%) do not know what to think or do not want to answer.
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n=1003
Base: All respondents

There were two questions about labelling as well. According to the results, labelling
of products does not provide suﬃcient information to customers. More than half
(56.1%) of the questioned people can obtain some requested information about
chemicals in products reading the labels. About one ﬁfth (21.3%) of people do not
ﬁnd the information requested by them on the labels of products. Some people
(17.4%) do not look for that kind of information at all. Finally, it is only the 4% of the
customers that ﬁnd all the information on the labels about chemicals. Results vary a
bit to the question: “Can you ﬁnd the requested information about eﬀects and risks
of chemicals in products on the products’ labels?” People can ﬁnd that information
partly (36.4%), not at all (35.9%) and entirely (4.7%). One ﬁfth (20.3%) are not
looking for such information and some of the people (2.7%) cannot or do not want to
answer the question.
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It is very interesting to see how low the conﬁdence of people in chemical industry
is. More than half of the people (51.2%) have the opinion that chemical industry will
not make any additional eﬀorts beyond legal obligations to eliminate harmful eﬀects
of its products and more than one-quarter of questioned (28.9%) think that chemical
industry only “talks” but, in fact, they do not pay any attention to manufacture
healthier and environmentally friendlier products. Finally, in the opinion 12.8% of
people, chemical industry do not make any eﬀort in this respect. Only a negligible
minority (2.9%) opine that chemical industry make every eﬀort to produce safer
chemicals. That is less than the number of those who cannot or do not want to answer
the question (4.2%).
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Asking about responsibility the ﬁndings are clear. The following results have been
found to the question: “Whose responsibility do you think it is that our environment
(food, cosmetics, everyday products, etc.) is loaded with synthetic chemicals harmful
to our health and environment?”
• It is the responsibility of chemical industry because they place their
economic interests above any other consideration (49.8%).
• It is the responsibility of politicians because they do not create appropriate
legislation to force chemical industry to make safer products (32.5%).
• It is the responsibility of consumers because they do not purchase wittingly
therefore industry is not forced either to make safer products (12.4%).
• It is the responsibility of non-governmental organisations because they are not
opposing chemical industry strong enough (1.3%).
• Do not know/do not want to answer (4%)

17
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The main conclusion can be drawn from the public poll is that public does not
have conﬁdence in chemical industry. As a matter of fact, public opinion in Hungary
about chemical industry could hardly be worse than it is now. People are aware of
scandals about regular pollutions and due to media they are increasingly aware about
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the risks posed by chemicals in everyday products. Also the attitude of chemical
industry is contributing much to their bad reputation. They depreciate the problems
instead of trying to resolve them. However, public will not accept this kind of approach
anymore.
The responsibility of politicians is also clear from the poll. According to the public
opinion, politicians can and should do something to stop loading our body and our
environment with hazardous chemicals. People expect politicians to be on their side
advocating human health and environment instead of supporting purely economic
interests. A politician considering this opinion of public and acting accordingly can
ensure many votes on the elections.
Further information on method and sampling available at Cognative / WWF Hungary.

Available information about chemicals in products and about their risks is far not
suﬃcient. Labelling should be improved signiﬁcantly. People are increasingly aware
of chemical risk and their role in resolving the problem. Naming consumers on the
third place being responsible for use of hazardous chemicals show their increasing
awareness. According to the general part of this poll (not appearing here) the more
they are aware the more they are willing to act to solve the problem. However, in
this case, they would need more information in order to save their health, but this
information is not or not entirely provided by producers.
A powerful REACH can oﬀer real solution to the above-mentioned problems.

C HEMICALS IN THE E DUCATION
( G . SI MON )
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In the Hungarian primary and general secondary educational
system, pupils do not receive any information whatsoever – neither
in chemistry, biology nor any other classes – about the injurious
eﬀects of chemicals in everyday use, except for the possible acute
toxicological characteristics of these materials. Young people can only
hear sporadically and accidentally about carcinogenic substances – but
rather from television and magazines, and not from their teachers in
the school. Moreover, only students attending specialized agricultural
secondary and higher education can become acquainted with pesticides
which carry particular risks. The conventional laboratory safety and
work protection trainings focus on the risks of ﬁre and explosion, and
on direct contaminations and acute poisoning. As a consequence, the
population’s awareness of the risks posed by chemicals is insuﬃcient
and incomplete, particularly because the labelling system is not
satisfactory either.
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4. REACH A N D T H E NEW ME M B E R STAT E S
a) Development of the Legal Environment in Hungary (T. Dragos)
In 1997, the national proﬁle of chemical safety revealed insuﬃciencies in many
respects. More than 163 rules of law were related to chemical safety, with frequent
overlapping between the various decrees: some issues were regulated by more than one
statute, but some key areas remained unregulated. We were faced with the challenge
arising from the fact that the Republic of Hungary became member of the OECD in
1996, and announced its intention to join the European Union as well. One of the
prerequisites of the EU accession was to adapt the Community’s legal system. Act XXV
of 2000 on Chemical Safety represented a major step towards meeting these obligations.
Over a dozen decrees ensured that the provisions of this comprehensive, umbrella type
law were in fact implemented. At the same time, these rules of law have also performed
the EU regulation’s law harmonization. The huge number of EU regulations pertinent
to chemicals were for the most part ﬁnally integrated into the Hungarian legal system
in the period between 2000 and 2004. Requirements set by the legal frameworks are
currently being put into practice, but complete compliance has yet to be waited for.
Since the rules of law applicable to industrial materials can be regarded as EU conform
statutes, the discrepancy between the planned new chemicals regulation (REACH)
and the Hungarian rules of law is comparable with the gap between the former EU
regulation and the draft REACH.
It is important to point it out that within the area of chemical safety, the National
Institute of Chemical Safety (OKBI) started its operation on 1st January 1998; and as
from 1st May 2004, the same organization is considered to be the national authority in
charge of chemical safety matters. The role of the National Institute of Chemical Safety
is to exercise the scopes of authority and duties related to chemical safety, toxicology,
the treatment of hazardous materials and preparations, as well as to risk assessments.

b) Problems Identif ied in Hungar y (T. D ragos)
The concerns about the detrimental eﬀects of chemicals are not groundless. Under
the direction of the Ministry of Environment and Water, the so-called Chemical Safety
National Proﬁle is currently under preparation in Hungary, and it also addresses the
issue of health damage attributable to chemicals. According to the documentation, it
happens from time to time that products posing serious health risks are commercially
distributed, which cause various types of poisoning: cases which are diﬃcult to identify,
mass cases, epidemical and sporadic poisoning cases.
The Healthcare Toxicological Information Service has been gathering and
analyzing data on Hungarian cases of poisoning for several decades. Their number
varies between 8,000 and 12,000 annually, and the yearly number of fatalities can
be estimated at several hundreds. Causes of such poisoning include incidental or
accidental poisoning and also occupational exposure. Problems of chemical safety are
principally indicated by the incidental and accidental poisoning cases and by those
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of occupational origin. The former category comprises a regrettably large number of
cases, which calls the attention to the unsatisfactory safety situation concerning the
use of chemicals in households. Another thought-provoking data is that in 2003 there
were 11,804 employees working under exposure to carcinogenic substances, and the
majority of work-related allergy diseases were also caused by chemicals. There are
annually nearly 1400 tumour cases of occupational origin, the treatment of which
represents a value of EUR 84 million in Hungary alone.
As regards the reporting of hazardous materials and preparations, in 2002
competent authorities have experienced that in many cases registrations were not yet
made by using the Safety Data Sheets prepared in accordance with the relevant decree’s
provisions. The most frequently occurring shortcomings were as follows:
• the manufacturer / importer / distributor were not indicated,
• the authorized signature was missing,
• the hazard classiﬁcation, the risk symbol, as well as the R and S phrases were
incorrect and/or inaccurate,
• in the case of imported products, the regulation information in force at the place
of manufacture appeared also on the Hungarian Safety Data Sheet,
• diﬀerent product names were included on the registration sheet and on the
Safety Data Sheet.
According to the experience of authorities, in the event of the recently reported
mass poisoning cases, employers in many cases did not meet their notiﬁcation
obligation. For instance, in the middle of July 2004, the notiﬁcation was omitted in a
formaldehyde poisoning case involving 8 persons in a Budapest-based limited liability
company. Authorities claim that the insuﬃciencies here revealed may be regarded as
typical.
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The situation is further aggravated by the peculiar practice of the chemical
industry: it uses various techniques in order to deny and play down the seriousness of
the environmental problems caused by its activities. At the same time, the industry is
convinced that the public opinion is not capable of forming environmental judgements,
and so the sector's poor image and bad reputation are unjustiﬁed. Executives of
the chemical industrial enterprises tend to claim that it is the customers who are
responsible for the accidents because, for instance, they do not read thoroughly enough
the information concerning the safe use of such products. In the case of industrial
accidents, too, they are likely to blame the „human factor”, rather than the system. The
attitude of "searching for the enemy" is another characteristic trait of the chemical
industrial companies. When some sort of contamination or accident occurs, in most
cases they see the „intrigue” of other economic interest groups in the background of
such incidents. What is more, they usually regard NGOs as the „paid agents” of their
competitors, when these civil groups give voice to their views on certain issues.
The following two examples illustrate the peculiar attitude of the chemical industry.
One year after the serious water contamination by the hazardous waste incinerator of
Dorog in August 2004, toxic matters were found at the outlet of the French plant's
rainwater drainage canal. The company denied its responsibility, but the investigation
of an independent laboratory, carried out with the assistance of the police, found that
the rare compounds detected in the canal's sludge were also present within the area
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of the site. Since then, representatives of the plant have been asserting repeatedly that
they are the victims of some sort of scheming.
The decree setting the limit values for workplace air contamination by chemical
substances adopted the lowest limit values of the EU countries. The reasons for such
stringency were the high level of workplace risk exposure and the signiﬁcant injurious
health impacts. According to the general manager of BorsodChem Rt. (Central Europe's
largest PVC manufacturer), this statement cannot be underpinned by objective data.

c) Eﬀect / Impact of REACH in the New Member States (G. Simon)
In many respects, the current EU level regulation of chemicals is not satisfactory
any more, and it is excessively fragmented. The aim of the new draft regulation
(REACH) superseding the current one is to eliminate the existing shortcomings by
creating comprehensive regulation with a uniform structure. Pursuant to the draft
regulation, industry and businesses will have to bear more responsibility than earlier;
therefore, it is necessary to explore the regulation’s impact on the diﬀerent stakeholders
of the economy, and in particular on the small and medium-sized enterprises.
It is to be highlighted that in the countries of the former Soviet sphere of inﬂuence,
due to several decades of dictatorial regimes, many people only observe the laws which
are strictly enforced and controlled. With the disintegration of the centralized systems,
however, the state’s controlling organs have become considerably weaker and/or they
are unable to perform controlling tasks owing the curtailment of their resources. As
regards the small and medium-sized enterprises, in practice they are often unable, or
do not even attempt, to follow the new regulations. Consequently, we can only expect
true improvement in the new member states from a REACH which is simple and easy
to follow, but strictly controlled.
Companies of the new member states are predominantly small and medium-sized
enterprises, most of which only manufacture a small number of chemicals. According
to the Hungarian impact assessment’s survey, 84 per cent of the local chemical
manufacturers produce less than 50 chemicals. Large companies typically manufacture
their products in quantities above 1000 tonnes, whereas the small and medium-sized
enterprises produce 80 per cent of their materials in quantities under 100 tonnes.
Although the draft REACH applies to 10 thousand and to 30 thousand chemical
substances, respectively, the chemical industries of the new member states produce
signiﬁcantly less materials in the speciﬁed quantity. Even in Poland, the Czech Republic
and Hungary (the countries having the largest chemical industries), only 1000 to 2000
chemicals will be subject to the regulation.
In Hungary, there were not suﬃcient data available in order to precisely determine
the number of chemicals produced and imported above the quantity of 1 tonne;
therefore, diﬀerent estimates were made. The available oﬃcial database (into which the
companies concerned should register on a compulsory basis) contains information
about the manufacturers and importers of chemicals exceeding the level of 10 tonnes/
year. According to that, only 300 to 500 registrations can be anticipated above 10 tonnes.
C HE MICALS , R E AC H A N D T H E N E W M E M B E R S TAT E S – the E x ample o f Hungar y

C H E M IC A L S , R E AC H AND T HE N E W M E MBE R S TATE S – t he E x a m ple o f H u n ga r y

21

Owing to the laxity of registration discipline, the actual ﬁgure may be higher than
that. Therefore, the expected numbers of registrations were estimated for Hungary, and
these are summarized in Table 3.
Table 3: Estimated Hungarian list of materials subject to REACH, by quantitative categories
(Source: Hungarian Impact Assessment, ÖKO Rt., 2005)

Quantitative category
(tonne/year)

Number of materials
manufactured in Hungary
Number of imported materials
subject to REACH
Total registrations subject to
REACH

Total

1-10

10-100

100-1000

> 1000

354

56

41

80

531

759

290

87

143

1280

1139

435

131

215

1920

According to that, the number of materials manufactured in Hungary and
imported from countries outside the EU is 1280, and the number of registrations is
1920. This is comparable with data of the neighbouring countries. The Czech impact
assessment anticipates some 1000 to 2000 registrations, whereas the Poles expect 5000
registrations; out of that they will probably have to test approximately 1000.

d) WWF’s View on the Further Work on Impact Assessment: New Member
States Study (Justin Wilkes)
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As a result of substantial industry lobbying, the Commission, CEFIC and UNICE
endorsed in March 2004 a Memorandum of Understanding in order to ”provide a
framework for the eﬃcient undertaking of further investigations on business impacts
of REACH”. A Commission working group was subsequently established (from May
2004 – April 2005) to analyse economic studies, one of which was carried out by the
Institute for Prospective Technological Studies (ITPS) to assess the impacts of REACH
on the EU’s New Member States. The IPTS report embedded case studies into a detailed
analysis of the chemical sector in the New Member States.
The draft conclusions of the IPTS study (dated 7 April 2005) were presented to the
Commission’s working group on 13 April 2005. (At time of writing the ﬁnal version
of the report is yet to be published. A validation workshop was help in Prague on 16
May 2005. ) The study concludes, “The cost impacts on the individual companies remain
moderate, even under the assumption of worst case eﬀects.” Other conclusions reached
by the study include:
• REACH testing and registration costs will have very limited impact on the
competitiveness of chemical manufacturers;
• REACH will have no signiﬁcant impact on the competitiveness of formulators,
as very limited increases in raw material costs could be identiﬁed;
• REACH will not cause considerable changes to the product portfolio of
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companies because identiﬁed REACH impacts are in nearly all cases limited;
• Companies are in a relatively good position for adoption of REACH with
regard to their Health, Safety and Environment staﬀ, in particular when the key
element, maintenance of SDS, is taken as an indicator;
• The question of relocation to other countries or withdrawal of processes and
products was not an issue for any of the companies interviewed;
It is little wonder therefore that EU Industry Commissioner, Günter Verheugen,
responded to the studies overseen by the Commission’s working group, by stating “The
argument that REACH, as it stands today, would ruin the industry, is now banished.”
(Environment Daily, 27 April 2005) This is a view shared by WWF – which as a member
of the Commission’s working group had the opportunity, together with industry, to
oversee the study.
It remains regrettable that the debate continues to focus on anticipated economic
impacts, rather than the signiﬁcant potential beneﬁts of REACH for business, human
health and the environment – as would occur, for example, if substitution of hazardous
substances occurs. Unfortunately, the discussion remains focused on potential REACH
losers, a fact that may well further undermine the reasons for REACH - the need to
ensure improved protection of environment and human health, whilst maintaining
EU competitiveness.
For a full analysis of the further work on impact assessments process please read
“Assessing EU Environmental Policy Impacts: A critical evaluation of impact assessments
carried out for Europe’s chemical policy reform (REACH)”, by WWF’s DetoX campaign
and the European Environmental Bureau (EEB).
http://www.panda.org/downloads/toxics/eebwwfreachimpactsassessmentjune2005.pdf

e) Impact of REACH on Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (T. Dragos)
An estimated 35 thousand people work in Hungary in chemical industrial SMEs,
which accounts for nearly half of the total chemical industrial workforce (47 %). As
compared to the overall number of chemical industrial enterprises, SMEs represented
a share of 98.5 per cent in 2003.
According to a Hungarian chemical industrial survey, SMEs are dreading the
consequences arising from REACH. The survey found that 7 per cent of all chemical
industrial SME respondents stated clearly that it would make impossible the
continuation of their economic activities. Nevertheless, it has already been proven on
numerous occasions that most enterprises are capable of considerable ﬂexibility and
adaptability.
Following the REACH Public Internet Consultation in the summer of 2003, the
European Chemicals Agency to be set up received a wider scope of responsibility
and authority then originally planned, with the aim of ensuring the system’s smooth
operation. We are convinced that on account of the operability of REACH, the system
should not be centralized beyond the extent set forth in the draft, by further broadening
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the Agency’s responsibilities. This would make decision-making processes bureaucratic
and unclear. Small and medium-sized enterprises could primarily beneﬁt from a strong
member-state-level authority, for in this manner the important consultations between
businesses and the authority could take place in their mother tongue, allowing also to
take local conditions into consideration and to keep consultation costs low.
To alleviate the burdens of SMEs, a possible solution can be the so-called “One
Substance – One Registration” (OSOR) proposal, jointly elaborated and submitted to
the EU Council last year by Hungary and the United Kingdom. The compulsory data
sharing set forth in this proposal would substantially reduce the costs of industries
without impairing the current REACH, and would result in more accurate and better
data. Calculations by the British DEFRA show that aggregate cost reductions attainable
within the framework of OSOR may amount to EUR 631 million, i.e. 24 per cent of the
direct costs of industries. This is why we believe that it is vitally important to endorse
the OSOR concept.

f) Summary of the Hungarian Impact Assessment (T. Dragos)
Anxiety can be perceived in the industrial sector on account of fears that the
economic impacts of REACH will be larger than the ones shown by the detailed
case studies. However, this is not surprising, considering the misunderstandings /
misinformation within the sector about REACH. The exaggerating cost estimate made
by the chemical industry (earlier they calculated with such cost level for Hungary
alone which equalled the European Commission’s estimate for the entire Union!) is in
itself a meaningful fact. In contrast to such opinions, ÖKO Rt., the ﬁrm conducting the
Hungarian impact assessment, arrived at the following conclusions:
• It can be proven on the basis of the already quantiﬁed beneﬁts that the
environmental and health beneﬁts of REACH will exceed its costs.
• The aggregate costs of REACH only represent a small portion of the industry's
gross output, expected to remain between 0.4 and 1.3 per mille. Over time, these
proportions will diminish as a function of industrial growth.
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g) Beneﬁts of REACH (G. Simon)
ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS:
In Hungary, similarly to the majority of former socialist new EU member states,
large-scale remediation works costing billions are under way, which were made
necessary by earlier bad industrial practices.
Environmental beneﬁts are more diﬃcult to quantify. However, if we assume that
through the application of REACH some 5 to 10 per cent of the current remediation
costs can be avoided, then we may anticipate beneﬁts (avoided losses) worth EUR 200
to 400 million in Hungary alone. According to rough estimates, in the area of waste
management Hungary might save 5 per cent of the current level, i.e. EUR 20 million
after the introduction of the new chemicals policy. Cost reductions may be expected in
many other ﬁelds as well, e.g. in sewage treatment and in the mining industry.
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HEALTH BENEFITS:
Cancer is a leading cause of death in Hungary; with respect to several types of
tumourous diseases, Hungary is at the top of the list of EU countries. Moreover, allergy
has become practically endemic: recent years have seen a tenfold increase in the
number of allergy patients. A stricter chemicals regulation can be expected to bring
very signiﬁcant health beneﬁts, exceeding the EU average, particularly because in the
poorer new member states consumers rather give priority to the price and not to the
quality of the purchased goods.
According to estimates prepared by experts of Clean Air Action Group and
included in the Hungarian impact assessment, the introduction of REACH would
bring about annual health beneﬁts of EUR 23.2 million in Hungary, which means
returns amounting to nearly EUR 700 million in 30 years. Consequently, the current
use of chemicals causes health damage worth at least EUR 2.3 to each Hungarian
citizen every year. We mentioned “at least” because unfortunately not even REACH
would fully eliminate the problems related to chemicals.
In summary, surveys have demonstrated that the beneﬁts of REACH would by
far exceed its costs. Therefore, any impairment of the Commission’s original proposal
would be detrimental from an economic aspect as well, and would deteriorate the
competitive position of the European Union – and also that of Hungary.

5. O THER C H E M IC A L S
a) Pesticide Use in Hungary (G. Simon)
In 2004, in randomly purchased Hungarian greenhouse lettuce, Greenpeace has
found dithiocarbamate in quantities exceeding many times the applicable limit value.
This fact came as a surprise to many people, and the news became a veritable media
sensation, presented and broadcast by nearly all television channels and newspapers.
The Hungarian food producing sector did its utmost to deny the news and to emphasize
that this incident was the result of some intentional discrediting. This news, shocking to
many, was probably not so surprising to certain oﬃcials of the Ministry of Agriculture
and of several Plant Protection Stations. Not much later, the Ministry did send the
investigation ﬁndings which had been requested unsuccessfully for some time already.
According to that, nearly half of all analyzed lettuce contained pesticides (insecticides,
herbicides and fungicides) in quantities above the limit values.
In Hungary there are an unreasonably large number of pesticide active ingredients
(some 400) commercially available. According to environmental NGOs and scientists,
as much as a quarter of these substances should be banned. Data of 2003 show that
out of the pesticide substances distributed in Hungary, 22 were qualiﬁed by WHO
as seriously toxic and 57 as toxic. In addition, the WHO’s list includes 7 substances,
permitted to be used in Hungary, as probable carcinogenic, and further 35 substances
appear in one of the carcinogenic categories5.
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Similarly to most former Soviet countries, in Hungary the use of pesticides
had steadily grown from the beginning of the 20th century and peaked in
the 1960s and 70s. In that period, mass quantities of seriously polluting and
persistent (not degradable) chlorinated hydrocarbons were used, which was
also encouraged by the state. After the change of regime, until the turn of
the millennium, the quantity (expressed in tonnes) of chemicals used in
agriculture has been gradually diminishing. This contraction was real and
signiﬁcant; nevertheless, we should bear in mind that with the increasing
eﬀectiveness of these chemicals’ active ingredients, less and less quantities are
required for the same result. It does not make much sense if we compare two
diﬀerent pesticides, developed for the same purpose, only from the aspect of
their used quantities, for the same eﬀect can be attained by using diﬀerent
quantities of the individual chemicals. Since 2000, the quantities of chemicals
used in agriculture have been steadily increasing once again in Hungary.
Some 95 per cent of the agricultural areas cultivated by business entities were
treated with herbicides, 44 per cent with fungicides and 35 per cent with
insecticides to ensure protection of the cultivated plants.6 This was promoted
by the fact that in Hungary the distribution of pesticides is only subject to a
preferential 15 per cent VAT, as against the 25 per cent rate generally imposed
on other goods. This is contrary to the „polluter pays” principle. In Denmark,
for instance, substantial eco-taxes are levied on insecticides and on other
pesticides, their rates being 54 per cent and 33 per cent, respectively. Following
the EU accession, several active substances of concern were withdrawn from
the Hungarian market, but owing to the uniform EU authorization we can
once again welcome in Hungary paraquat, which was banned in the 1980s on
account of its embryo damaging eﬀects.
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Still a number of pesticides are commercially available which will probably stay
in the soil and in waters for decades or even centuries, and which may perhaps only
in the future be proved to have detrimental eﬀects. We must also call the attention
to the insuﬃciencies of the controlling system. Pesticide residues are only measured
sporadically in food products, on a couple of occasions a year, whereas in the
environment such concentrations are not measured at all. There are nearly 400 diﬀerent
pesticide active substances distributed in Hungary, but drinking water limit values only
exist for a part of them. On the other hand, there are no limit values at all for natural
waters; and chemical industrial companies do take advantage of this situation. In
2001, the Eco-toxicological Research Group of the Plant Protection Research Institute,
Hungarian Academy of Sciences, found pesticide residues in 57.9 per cent of a total of
121 natural water and drinking water samples. The most often detected chemical was
atrazin, a persistent and possible immune system damaging substance, banned in the
European Union, for which Hungary requested „essential use” authorization for yet
another couple of years. Measured concentrations often reached as much as 100 times
or even 1000 times the healthcare limit value set for drinking water.
Based on calculations prepared in England, Clean Air Action Group made an
attempt at estimating the externalities of pesticide use in Hungary7. The original study
reckoned with external costs amounting to approximately GBP 150 (HUF 50 to 60
thousand) per hectare of agricultural land8. In Hungary – based on these calculations –
the external costs of agricultural activities reach nearly HUF 45 thousand per hectare,
which makes up as much as HUF 250 billion annually for the entire country. Some one
ﬁfth part of the above costs are attributable to the use of pesticides in agriculture.

b) Insect Control and Insecticides in Hungary and in the New Member States
(G. Simon)
Insecticides, due to their intended function, are all strong toxicants, and yet there is
no appropriate uniform EU regulation in place for such substances. As a consequence,
it may happen that such materials are oﬀered in shops for insect control in households,
although they have been banned in the entire European Union from plant protection
on account of their injurious health eﬀects. For instance, in several new members states,
distributed household insecticides include the hormone-damaging d-fenothrin, the
possible human carcinogenic allethrin and esbiothrin, as well as the chlorpyrifos and
dichlorvos, banned from household use in the USA. As regards the latter chemicals,
Hungarian pesticide authorization requires a labour hygiene waiting period for plant
protection purposes, which means that for a speciﬁed length of time neither humans
nor animals are allowed to enter the agricultural area treated with the pesticide. And
yet, these chemicals are permitted to be used in households. What is more, they are
being continuously advertised in the mass media as harmless products, and are even
scented to encourage their wider use.
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In the inner areas of Budapest and several other Hungarian towns, mosquitoes
are destroyed in the summer by using a probable human carcinogenic substance:
dichlorovos. Clean Air Action Group has protested against this practice on several
occasions. In consideration of the labour hygiene waiting period and the interests of
organic farming, it is particularly disquieting that the population is not notiﬁed of
such actions.

c) About Food Additives (J. Pál)
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Estimates show that 10 per cent of all contaminants get into the human organism
with the air, 20 per cent with the water, and the remaining 70 per cent with the food we
consume, which makes up more than half a tonne annually.
Chemical substances may get into our food through various channels. „Modern”
foodstuﬀs contain more and more additives designed to enhance some characteristics
of these food products. An average citizen consumes every year about 3 kilograms of
such additives, marked with the so-called E-numbers. Various chemical substances get
into our food „by chance”, in unpredictable quantities. Potential contamination sources
include the residues of pesticides and animal pharmaceuticals, as well as the chemicals
which may dissolve from packaging materials, or which may be taken into the food
products during transportation, processing or kitchen food preparation.
Although Hungarian regulations require that the packaging of foodstuﬀs indicate
the additives used (in a decreasing order of concentration), consumers, because
of their naivety and lack of awareness, only very rarely take these information into
consideration when making decisions during shopping. The level of awareness of
Hungarian consumers is by far lower than in Western Europe, which may partly be
explained by the former lack of assortment and the uniform goods of the decades
preceding the change of regime. After the liberalization of markets, among the
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suddenly expanding range of oﬀered products, the population (for lack of adequate
information) was in practice only capable to make their choice on the basis of one
speciﬁc characteristic of the goods: their price.
Scandals of recent years have largely undermined people’s conﬁdence in the
harmlessness of food products. Owing to the tight budget of food controlling
authorities, however, only relatively few instrumental analytical controls are carried
out. Primeur vegetables and fruits have a high pesticide content, similarly to the
practice of Western European countries, but most people are not aware of the possible
dangers of the chemicals involved. Wider distribution and consumption of the safer
organic foodstuﬀs are hindered by the generally held view according to which the
human organism does need all sorts of substances (and so a little amount of chemicals
will not do any harm either).
In consideration of the foregoing, in the new member states it is particularly
important and necessary to raise people’s awareness of the possible dangers of
chemicals, to increasingly restrict the use of substances carrying potential risks and to
support the controlling activities of authorities.

6. SUMMA RY
As we have described in detail above, chemicalization is increasing steadily
everywhere in Hungary and in all new member states. It presents a fundamental
problem that with the growing number of chemical substances and chemical products,
we get accustomed to their use, and we attach less and less importance to their risks.
And yet, such risks do exist. For example, up until now it was estimated that a maximum
of 2.5 per cent of all diseases were related to chemical pollution (e.g. cancer, asthma,
allergy, leukaemia, sterility, eﬀemination). The latest research ﬁndings, however, have
revealed that this portion may actually reach as much as 25 per cent! In Hungary,
cancer is a leading cause of death, and in several cancer categories the country holds
ﬁrst position among all countries of the world. In the poorer new member states, it is
expected that for many years to come the decisive factor in consumption choices will
be the price, rather than the quality of goods. As a result, in these countries the impacts
can be even more serious.
One thing is sure: Europe can no longer use chemicals in the manner it does today. It
is of vital importance that environmentally and socially unacceptable solutions should
not be supported – not even on the basis of economic considerations. In the case of
the new member states, too, it has been proven that the costs of the industry remain
signiﬁcantly lower than the expected beneﬁts. It is, therefore, high time that industry
provides the necessary information on the chemicals produced, ensuring thereby the
safe use of these goods. Furthermore, it is high time that harmful substances are ﬁnally
withdrawn from our everyday life. We are convinced that an economic growth which
does not take environmental and health protection aspects into consideration cannot
be sustainable; consequently, only a strong environmental and chemicals policy can
advance the European Union’s competitiveness.
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