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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition No 0286/2021 by G.C. (French), on behalf of Société pour l'Étude, la 
Protection et l'Aménagement de la Nature dans le Sud-Ouest, bearing 
3 signatures, on the modification of the Regulation (EC) 648/2004 on 
detergents and withdrawing petrochemical detergents from the European 
market

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner denounces that the Regulation (EC) No 648/2004 of the European Parliament 
and of the Council of 31 March 2004 on detergents does not respect the environment and 
health protection issues and asks for its modification, as well as the cessation of production 
and the withdrawal of petrochemical detergents from the European market. The petitioner 
calls on the European Parliament to avoid the poisoning of the rivers and oceans by domestic, 
industrial, and agricultural petrochemical surfactants, to put an end to the generalized hypoxia 
of estuaries, and to avoid the systemic effects affecting the mechanisms of planktonic 
photosynthesis. The petitioner suggests a European regulation that promotes innovative 
approaches to the development of alternative products, bans the production and use of 
petrochemical detergents in the EU according to a timetable related to the imposition and 
development of the use of alternative products and requires public authorities, funders, 
manufacturers, waste treatment operators and consumers to commit themselves in usage.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 18 June 2021. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 18 October 2021
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The Detergents Regulation1 requires that only surfactants meeting the criterion of ultimate 
biodegradability be placed on the market either on their own (e.g. as constituent mixtures used 
for the manufacturing of detergents) or contained in detergents sold to the general public. 
Ultimate biodegradability means that surfactants are totally broken down to water, carbon 
dioxide and biomass. 

In addition, the Detergents Regulation sets strict limitations on the content of phosphates and 
other phosphorus compounds in consumer laundry and consumer automatic dishwasher 
detergents. This further reduces the environmental impact of detergents as less phosphorus in 
detergents means that less phosphorus is released into the environment when detergents are 
washed down the drain. 

Finally, detergent labels must contain ingredient and dosage information. This is on the one 
hand to protect the health of consumers and on the other to avoid over-consumption of 
detergents thereby reducing the total amount of detergent and surfactant entering the 
environment.

In 2019, the Commission published the evaluation of the Detergents Regulation2. The 
evaluation showed that the harmonised rules for the biodegradability of surfactants under the 
Detergents Regulation are often regarded internationally as the “gold standard” and that the 
phosphorus limits, especially the limits for consumer dishwasher detergents, have raised the 
bar in many countries where similar limits were not already in force. The evaluation also 
concluded that the content of phosphorus released in the environment as a result of detergent 
use has been largely reduced as a direct effect of the limitations introduced by the Detergents 
Regulation. 

The claims made by the petitioner about the persistence of surfactants in water bodies neither 
coincide with the requirements of the Detergents Regulation for ultimate biodegradability of 
surfactants nor with the above-mentioned findings of the Detergents Regulation evaluation. 
The petitioner also recognises that surfactants are utilised in a number of other applications 
(e.g. cosmetics, fertilisers, paints, pesticides, disinfectants etc.). Based on the data provided in 
the petition, it is therefore not possible to establish a direct link between the claimed adverse 
effect to the environment and the use of detergents, as it is impossible to calculate their 
contribution to this effect. 

Whilst detergents are not listed as priority substances to which EU-wide environmental 
quality standards apply under the Water Framework Directive3 and its daughter directives the 
Environmental Quality Standards Directive4 and the Groundwater Directive5, the Commission 

1 Regulation (EC) No 648/2004 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 31 March 2004 on detergents 
(Text with EEA relevance), OJ L 104, 8.4.2004, p. 1–35.
2 https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/review-detergents-regulation-shows-improved-consumer-and-environment-
protection_en
3 Directive 2000/60/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 October 2000 establishing a 
framework for Community action in the field of water policy, OJ L 327, 22.12.2000, p. 1–73.
4 Directive 2008/105/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 December 2008 on environmental 
quality standards in the field of water policy, amending and subsequently repealing Council Directives 
82/176/EEC, 83/513/EEC, 84/156/EEC, 84/491/EEC, 86/280/EEC and amending Directive 2000/60/EC of the 
European Parliament and of the Council, OJ L 348, 24.12.2008, p. 84–97.
5 Directive 2006/118/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 December 2006 on the protection 
of groundwater against pollution and deterioration, OJ L 372, 27.12.2006, p. 19–31.

https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/review-detergents-regulation-shows-improved-consumer-and-environment-protection_en
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/review-detergents-regulation-shows-improved-consumer-and-environment-protection_en
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has underlined the need to further reduce chemical pollution of water, air and soil, in its 
recently adopted Zero Pollution Action Plan6. This will be achieved, inter alia, by integrating 
mixtures more generally into chemicals assessments.

Finally, the Commission notes that a number of the data presented in the petition are outdated 
and even pre-date both the entry into force of the Detergents Regulation in 2004 and the 
subsequent introduction of the phosphorus limitations in 2012. It is therefore not possible to 
rely on this data to come to any valid conclusions regarding the present day situation. 

Following the findings of the above-mentioned evaluation of the Detergents Regulation, the 
Commission has launched an Impact Assessment study that will look into the potential 
revision of the Regulation. The study will assess the need to expand the phosphorus 
limitations to certain types of products currently not covered by the Regulation in order to 
further reduce the environmental impact of detergents. The study will also examine whether 
biodegradability requirements for non-surfactant organic ingredients should be included in the 
legislation. A public consultation, open to all interested parties, will take place within the 
context of this study and is currently scheduled for the last quarter of 20217.

Conclusion

The Commission cannot come to concrete conclusions about the claimed adverse effects on 
the environment allegedly caused by the use of detergents, as a direct link between the former 
and the latter cannot be established based on the data provided in this petition. The 
Commission also notes that the claimed adverse effects do not coincide with the findings of 
the Detergents Regulation evaluation. Within the context of the potential revision of the 
Detergents Regulation and the upcoming consultation activities, the Commission invites the 
petitioner to actively participate in them and to express their views. 

4. Commission reply (REV), received on 31 October 2022

During the Committee on Petitions meeting of 13 July 2022, the Commission highlighted that 
its ambition to enhance the protection of the environment from pollution with hazardous 
chemicals goes beyond detergents. The Commission further referred to the holistic approach 
taken in the Chemicals Strategy for Sustainability8 (hereafter ‘Chemicals Strategy’), and 
called for the European Parliament’s collaboration in making regulatory changes predictable, 
thereby enabling the European chemicals industry to remain a viable frontrunner in the green 
transition. During the meeting, some Members inquired about the timeline of the ongoing 
revision of the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals 
(REACH) Regulation9. 

Revising the rules governing the registration, evaluation, authorisation and restriction of 

6 COM(2021) 400 final; https://ec.europa.eu/environment/pdf/zero-pollution-action-plan/communication_en.pdf 
7 https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13116-Detergents-streamlining-and-
updating-the-EU-rules_en
8 https://environment.ec.europa.eu/strategy/chemicals-strategy_en
9 Regulation (EC) No 1907/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 December 2006 concerning 
the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals (REACH), establishing a European 
Chemicals Agency, amending Directive 1999/45/EC and repealing Council Regulation (EEC) No 793/93 and 
Commission Regulation (EC) No 1488/94 as well as Council Directive 76/769/EEC and Commission Directives 
91/155/EEC, 93/67/EEC, 93/105/EC and 2000/21/EC, OJ L 396, 30.12.2006, p. 1–850.

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/pdf/zero-pollution-action-plan/communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13116-Detergents-streamlining-and-updating-the-EU-rules_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13116-Detergents-streamlining-and-updating-the-EU-rules_en
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/strategy/chemicals-strategy_en
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chemicals in the EU10 is one of the core deliverables of the Chemicals Strategy contributing to 
the achievement of one of its main goals, namely, to better protect people and the 
environment against hazardous chemicals and to encourage innovation to develop safe and 
sustainable alternatives. Given that detergents are also subject to REACH, any actions taken 
under the ongoing revision to achieve these objectives would be applicable to detergents. 

Within the context of the REACH revision, the Commission published an Inception Impact 
Assessment on 4 May 2021. This Inception Impact Assessment was open for feedback until 1 
June 2021. A public consultation on this initiative also ran from 20 January 2022 to 15 April 
2022. All interested parties were invited to participate and express their views11. The 
Commission takes into account the views of all interested parties in the impact assessment 
accompanying the legislative proposal. The Commission’s proposal is planned for adoption in 
the first quarter of 2023. 

Conclusion

The Commission has taken a holistic approach to better protect human health and the 
environment from pollution with hazardous chemicals. The Chemicals Strategy is a pivotal 
step in achieving this goal. One of the main actions announced in the Chemicals Strategy is 
the Revision of the REACH Regulation. The Commission’s proposal and the accompanying 
impact assessment are currently being prepared and the adoption of the Commission’s 
proposal is foreseen for the first quarter of 2023. 

10 https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12959-Chemicals-legislation-revision-
of-REACH-Regulation-to-help-achieve-a-toxic-free-environment_en
11 https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12959-Chemicals-legislation-revision-
of-REACH-Regulation-to-help-achieve-a-toxic-free-environment/public-consultation_en

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12959-Chemicals-legislation-revision-of-REACH-Regulation-to-help-achieve-a-toxic-free-environment_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12959-Chemicals-legislation-revision-of-REACH-Regulation-to-help-achieve-a-toxic-free-environment_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12959-Chemicals-legislation-revision-of-REACH-Regulation-to-help-achieve-a-toxic-free-environment/public-consultation_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12959-Chemicals-legislation-revision-of-REACH-Regulation-to-help-achieve-a-toxic-free-environment/public-consultation_en

