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NPTN fact sheets are designed to answer questions that are commonly asked by the general public
about pesticides that are regulated by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA). This
document is intended to be educational in nature and helpful to the public for making decisions about
pesticides.

Inert or “Other”
Ingredients

The Pesticide Label: Labels provide directions for the proper use of a pesticide product. Be sure to read the entire label before
using any product. A signal word, on each product label, indicates the product’s potential hazard.

   CAUTION - low toxicity                 WARNING - moderate toxicity                 DANGER - high toxicity

Pesticide Products. A pesticide product is a commercially
available mixture of chemicals used to kill, repel, or otherwise
control one or more specific pest. The product consists of the active
ingredient(s) and the inert ingredient(s). Active ingredients are the
chemicals that are actually effective against the pest.  The rest of
the product is composed of an inert ingredient(s). The percentage
of total inert ingredient(s) (which can range from 0 to 99.9%) is
listed on the product label.

 

What is an inert ingredient?

� An inert ingredient is a chemical in a pesticide
product that does not have direct pesticidal
activity against the target pest (1).  See
Pesticide Products box. 

� Active ingredients and inert ingredients are
combined to make a product formulation (1).

� Inert ingredients are also known as “other”
ingredients (2).

� The total percentage of inert ingredient(s) is
listed on each pesticide label. 

Why is an inert ingredient(s) included in a product?

Inert ingredients are added to products for a variety of reasons, including the following:
� To improve product performance.
� To make them easier to apply.
� To help the pesticide dissolve in water.
� To help the pesticide spread over the surface or stick to leaves and soil.
� To help move the pesticide into insects’ bodies.
� To stabilize the product for longer shelf-life (1). 

Why is the inert ingredient name not listed on the product label?

� Unless an inert ingredient is determined to be highly toxic, it is not required by law to be identified by name or
percentage on the label, but the total percentage of such ingredients must be declared (2).

� Pesticide companies keep the inert ingredient(s) secret to be competitive in the marketplace.  The inert ingredient(s)
is considered confidential business information or a trade secret (3).

� The EPA has formed the Inert Disclosure Stakeholder Workgroup to advise the Pesticide Program Dialogue
Committee on ways of making information about inert ingredients more available to the public (4).



Dose response.  Effects of inert ingredients on human
health and the environment depend on how much
chemical is present, the length and frequency of
exposure, and route of exposure. Effects also depend
on the health of a person and/or certain environmental
factors. 

Inert Ingredient Lists:
� List 1- Inert ingredients of toxicological concern.
� List 2- Potentially toxic inert ingredients/high priority

for testing.
� List 3- Inerts of unknown toxicity.
� List 4- Inerts of minimal concern.

Are inert ingredients toxic?

� Inert ingredients can range in toxicity from extremely toxic to practically non-toxic (5).   Each inert ingredient has its
own level of toxicity. See Dose response box.

� Some inert ingredients are toxic when swallowed or inhaled;
some are toxic when absorbed through the skin.

� An inert ingredient may irritate or otherwise cause harm to skin
or eyes.

� The U. S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has
established several inert ingredient lists based on the relative
toxicity of the chemical substance. (5).

What are the EPA lists of inert ingredients?

� The EPA has compiled a list of all inert ingredients
allowed in pesticide products (5, 6).  

� The list was broken down in 1987 into four lists based on
the overall toxicity hazard to humans or the environment. 
See Inert Ingredient Lists box (6).

� Six chemicals are listed as inert ingredients of highest
health concern (List 1); one example is formaldehyde.

� Examples of inert ingredients of minimal health concern
(List 4) are lard, sawdust, and oyster shells (5).

EXAMPLES OF INERT INGREDIENTS AND CATEGORY LISTING

Category list Substance CAS No.  Category List Substance CAS No.
List 4 Carnauba wax 8015-86-9    List 2 o-Cresol 95-48-7

Diatomaceous earth 61790-53-2   Fuel oil, No.2 68476-30-2

Ferric oxide 1309-37-1 Isopropylphenol 618-45-1

Limonene 5989-27-5 Methyl isobutyl ketone 108-10-1

Magnesium sulfate 7487-88-9 Nitroethane 79-24-3

Polypropylene glycol 25322-69-4 Parafins 64771-72-8

Potassium salts of
fatty acids (C12-C20)

69669-25-6 Propylene glycol
monobutyl ether

29387-86-8

Vermiculite 1318-00-9 Toluene 108-88-3

List 3 Agar 9002-18-0 Xylene 1330-20-7

Avacado oil 8024-32-6    List 1 Dioctyl phthalate 117-84-0

Cod Oil 97553-00-9 Formaldehyde 50-00-0

Ethoxylated lanolin 61790-81-6 Hydroquinone 123-31-9

Menthol 1490-04-6 Isophorone 78-59-1

Pitch 61789-60-4 Nonylphenol 25154-52-3

Sodium nitrite         7632-00-0 Phenol 108-95-2

Turpentine 9005-90-7 Rhodamine B 81-88-9



How can I find out what the inert ingredient(s) is in a pesticide product?

� Pesticide manufacturers sometimes release the identity of the inert ingredient(s) not listed on a product.  Most
manufacturers have product information telephone numbers. An inert ingredient(s) is sometimes listed on material
safety data sheets (MSDS) published by the manufacturer.

� Citizens can submit Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests to ask for information about inert ingredients from
the EPA. A fees for search, review and copy services may be assessed. Visit the web site “Freedom of Information
Act” (FOIA) home page at http://www.epa.gov/pesticides/foia to learn how to submit a FOIA request. (7).

� Confidential Business Information (CBI) requests may initially be denied due to confidentiality considerations.  EPA
will contact the affected business in writing to ascertain the validity of the CBI claims. This initial denial of the
request is procedural in nature and does not constitute final action on the request (7). 

� Pesticide companies will often disclose the inert ingredient(s) in their product to medical professionals for treatment
related to pesticide poisonings.  The medical staff may be asked to sign a statement that they will keep the
information secret.

How can I find out the toxicity of the inert ingredient?

� EPA requires manufacturers to identify an inert ingredient of highest concern (List 1) on the label (1).
� The overall toxicity of the pesticide product, which takes into account the toxicity of the inert ingredients and the

active ingredient combined, is listed
on the label in the form of a
SIGNAL WORD. For example,
pesticide products that are low in
overall toxicity would display a
signal word of CAUTION on the
label. Pesticide products that are
moderately or highly toxic would
display  WARNING or DANGER
signal words, respectively. See
Pesticide Label box 

� See Toxicity Category box below
for further information (8).

LD50/LC50:   A common measure of acute toxicity is the lethal dose (LD50) or
lethal concentration (LC50) that causes death (resulting from a single or limited
exposure) in 50 percent of the treated animals. LD50 is generally expressed as the
dose in milligrams (mg) of chemical per kilogram (kg) of body weight. LC50 is often
expressed as mg of chemical per volume (e.g., liter (L)) of medium (i.e., air or
water) the organism is exposed to. Chemicals are considered highly toxic when the
LD50/LC50 is small and practically non-toxic when the value is large. However, the
LD50/LC50 does not reflect any effects from long-term exposure (i.e., cancer, birth
defects, or reproductive toxicity) that may occur at levels below those that cause
death.

Toxicity Category (Signal Word) 
Exposure High Toxicity

(Danger)
Moderate Toxicity

(Warning)
Low Toxicity

(Caution)
Very Low Toxicity

(Caution)
Oral LD50 Less than 50 mg/kg 50 - 500 mg/kg 500 - 5000 mg/kg Greater than 5000 mg/kg

Dermal LD50 Less than 200 mg/kg 200 - 2000 mg/kg 2000 - 5000 mg/kg Greater than 5000 mg/kg

Inhalation LC50 Less than 0.05 mg/l 0.05 - 0.5 mg/l 0.5 - 2 mg/l Greater than 2 mg/l

Eye Effects Corrosive Irritation persisting for 
7 days

Irritation reversible
within 7 days

Minimal effects, gone within
24 hrs

Skin Effects Corrosive Severe irritation at 72
hours

Moderate irritation at
72 hours

Mild or slight irritation



NPTN is sponsored cooperatively by Oregon State University and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Data presented through NPTN
documents are based on selected authoritative and peer-reviewed literature. The information in this profile does not in any way replace or supersede
the restrictions, precautions, directions or other information on the pesticide label/ing or other regulatory requirements. 

What else should I know about inert ingredients?

� Scientists are continually evaluating the potential risks of certain inert ingredients in pesticide products.
� The EPA encourages pesticide manufacturers to use less toxic inert ingredients in their products (2).
� The EPA does not allow the use of several chemicals as inert ingredients in pesticide products (9).
� The EPA is encouraging pesticide manufacturers to use the term “other” instead of “inert” ingredients.  They believe

that this term is less confusing to the consumer and does not imply that these chemicals are risk free (10).
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NPTN at http://nptn.orst.edu/     EXTOXNET at http://ace.orst.edu/info/extoxnet/ 
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