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CSA Advice – Asulam for Bracken Control 
Mathew Williams, Chief Scientific Advisor ENRA, 13 June 2023 
 
This paper summarises my views on the case for emergency authorisation of the 
herbicide Asulox (active ingredient asulam) for aerial and ground based spraying for 
control of bracken in Scottish uplands in 2023. 
 
 
Why does bracken need controlling? 
 
Bracken is a native fern and woodland plant in Scotland. Land use and deforestation 
has led to bracken extending its coverage onto open uplands below 500 m altitude. 
Bracken covers about 1.5% of Scotland but we lack information on how coverage is 
changing. There is evidence that climate change will increase bracken growth and 
cover, although rates of spread are slow (40 cm per year). Where bracken 
dominates it can threaten biodiversity including upland bird species. At lower density 
bracken occurs alongside important plant species. There is no data on how bracken 
effects wildfire incidence. 
 
Bracken contains a range of toxins to deter herbivores. Thus bracken is rarely 
consumed by livestock. Bracken cover reduces potential for livestock grazing. The 
impact of bracken and its control on the rural economy is not known. Risk of human 
exposure to bracken toxins through water or meat consumption is low. There is no 
evidence that bracken stands increase risk of tick-borne disease. 
 
What are the benefits and goods of using Asulam to control bracken? 
 
Asulam, sold under the trade name Asulox, is a relatively narrow-spectrum herbicide 
that has been the predominant chemical method of bracken control, particularly on 
rough or steep ground, since the 1980s. Asulam is an effective means of controlling 
bracken, and uniquely so on steep ground via aerial spraying with follow up spot 
spraying on the ground. Asulam has a relatively narrow spectrum of impacts on other 
plants and organisms. 
 
What are the costs and harms of using Asulam? 
 
Asulam is not regulated for use in the UK since 2010, but has been used under 
emergency authorisation each year since then. The EU now considers Asulam to 
meet the criteria for endocrine disruption in humans. Asulam also presents a high 
risk to aquatic organisms, which is exacerbated by aerial spraying. Spraying in 
uplands carries a potentially high risk of contaminating drinking water. Upland 
reservoirs do not have the capacity to treat this pollution.  
 
Bracken control by any means is likely to reduce carbon stocks in areas of rough 
grazing as substantive carbon is stored in bracken fronds and rhizomes (roots). 
 
Are there alternatives to Asulam? 
 
Asulam is used on 2000-3000 ha of land in Scotland each year, around 2% of the 
total bracken area. Thus asulam is not currently, nor can likely ever be, a tool for a 
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national bracken control programme. There are other chemicals that are less 
effective controls and have impacts on other organisms. Physical methods (rolling, 
cutting) are effective in more level areas. Tree planting is a long term solution. 
Preferential grazing by livestock likely contributes to the spread of bracken. There is 
research identifying ecological methods, including ecosystem restoration, that can be 
successful in bracken control. These ecological approaches will be required to 
manage risks of bracken expansion linked to climate change. Continual approval of 
asulam usage has reduced incentives to find alternate control methods. Rejection of 
authorisation would indicate that a long-term solution is required. 
 
Recommendation 
 
My recommendations are to: 
 
1. Follow HSE’s advice and refuse emergency authorisation of Asulox for 
bracken control. There are potential risks to human and ecosystem health linked to 
this product, and there are alternative methods of bracken control. Research 
sponsored by the Asulox producer is required to fill toxicity evidence gaps. This 
research would allow HSE to update its recommendation.  
 
2. Support research in Scotland on mapping and tracking the presence of 
bracken. This information would better identify the problem, support improved 
efficiency of control methods and reduce risks in chemical applications. 
 
3. Support research on ecological control methods for bracken and knowledge 
exchange to enhance take-up by land managers for long term solutions. 


