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Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) 

What are POPS? 
Persistent Organic Pollutant (POP) chemicals relate to a family of insecticides, pesticides, 
herbicides and insulation/fire retardants that have a long residence time in the environment 
and can accumulate within the food-chain (bioaccumulation).  

These chemicals are no longer permitted to be used; but owing to heavy agricultural use 
during the 1960s-1980s it is possible that they are still present (in soil) on agricultural land. 
Furthermore, they can be present in the built environment in the form of fire retardant foams 
and insulation materials. 

The persistence of these organic chemicals, which are highly resistant to degradation, means 
they have long lasting effects. 

The direct risk is to the health of ecosystems. The cumulative risk to the human population is 
through the bioaccumulation of these chemicals within the food chain. 

Preconstruction Phase Action 
Preconstruction teams must assess the risk of POPs presence and how POPs are to be 
controlled and managed, with appropriate mitigation according to each type of POP. 
 
Greenfield sites 
When commissioning a Site Investigation / Geotechnical Investigation we must ensure that 
our investigation discounts the likelihood or presence of POPs. 
 
If it has been identified that the previous use of the land was agricultural, then testing for POPs 
must be included within the SI/GI Consultants brief. Sampling need and frequency will be 
determined by the likelihood and scale of POPs presence, avoiding the need to sample/test 
all materials and only to assess where required.  

Examples of commonly used pesticides / insecticides 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dieldrin Endrin Chlordane 

If it is identified that POPs are present, then you should speak with your Group Health, 
Safety and Environmental Advisor. 
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Built environment - demolition works 

1 - Ensure clients are asked to provide information regarding the presence of POPs. For 
example, if their facilities asset management records hold any reference to product/material 
type of insulation and fire retardants used in the building. It may be unlikely that clients know, 
but as these are to be managed as hazardous waste, client will be liable for the added cost to 
discard if being removed through soft strip and demo.  

2 - POPs may be present within buildings constructed pre-1980’s in the form of fire retardant 
materials / insulation. The building surveyor should advise if materials predate 1980’s and are 
likely to contain POPs. 

3 - Ensure that Consultants/Surveyors are aware of any potential POPs / request sampling 
where suspected. 

The Regulations 

The Regulations state that a waste containing persistent organic pollutants listed in Table 
C16.1 is hazardous if the concentration of the POP is above the concentration limit assigned 
to it in Annex IV of the Persistent Organic Pollutants Regulation. 

These thresholds are reproduced in Table 1 over page for reference.  

Any sample meeting or exceeding these thresholds must be disposed of as hazardous waste. 
The waste must be segregated from all other types of waste and disposed of separately. Such 
wastes are usually destroyed by way of incineration.  

Refer to EMS standard – Waste Management 
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TABLE 1 – POPs Chemicals – thresholds (see maximum concentration limit) 
 
 

 

 

 


