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2,4-Dichlorophenoxyacetic acid  
(2,4-D Herbicide) 

 

Exposure to the herbicide 2,4-D can cause damage to the central and        
peripheral nervous systems and some studies have linked 2,4-D with in-
creases in tumor formation and birth defects. 2,4-D is an active agent in 
more than 1,500 pesticides used in agriculture, forestry maintenance, 
lawns, and in home and garden applications, making it one of the most 
widely used pesticides in the United States.   

Health Effects          
 

A person may be exposed to 2,4-D by breathing in mists or getting it on the skin during manufactuing 
or application. Others, including children and pregnant women, may be exposed to 2,4-D by direct 
contact with plants that have been sprayed with 2,4-D or by drinking water or eating food contami-
nated with 2,4-D.   
 

Exposure to high levels of 2,4-D can damage the nervous system in humans; symptoms include stiff-
ness of arms and legs, muscle weakness, incoordination, fatigue, anorexia, loss of bladder control, 
stupor, coma, and, in some instances, death. Long-term exposure to high levels of 2,4-D can cause 
damage to the nervous system, kidneys, liver, and blood in humans. Human exposure to lower levels 
of 2,4-D can cause severe eye and skin irritation and gastrointestinal problems, including nausea, 
vomiting, and  diarrhea.   
 

Some studies have linked 2,4-D with an increased risk of birth defects and non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, 
a cancer of the white blood cells, in humans. Crop workers and pesticide applicators, particularly 
those who are pregnant, are of great concern due to their frequent contact with 2,4-D and other pesti-
cides. The World Health Organization (WHO) has classified 2,4-D as a  moderately hazardous pesti-
cide and the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) has termed it a possible human 
carcinogen.   

Common Uses                
 

2,4-D herbicide is used to kill broadleaf weeds. 2,4-D is applied to agricultural crops, including 
wheat, rice, and corn; grasslands used for cattle grazing; and  along roadsides and railways. 
2,4-D frequently is found as an active agent in herbicides used in home and  garden applica-
tions and for the control of aquatic vegetation. 2,4-D also was used as a jungle defoliant and 
was a major component (about 50%) of Agent Orange used during the Vietnam War.   

One University Avenue, University of Massachusetts-Lowell, Lowell, MA  01854 

v. 1 

Alternatives 
 

Alternative methods for controlling agricultural pests can reduce the need for herbicides. Integrated 
pest management (IPM) and organic farming, gardening and residential pest control strategies are 
two alternatives.   
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IPM relies on using multiple non-chemical and chemical means to prevent and eliminate weeds. 
Limited amounts of the safest possible pesticides are used only when necessary. Organic farming, 
gardening, and residential pest control rely on mechanical, physical, and biological strategies to 
prevent and control weed growth; herbicides are not used at all. For example, weeds in lawns can 
be controlled through proper mowing, irrigation, overseeding, and mechanical weeding. 

 

Additional Resources 
 

The Gardeners Guide to Common Sense Pest Control by Olkowski, Doar & Olkowski 
 

Northwest Coalition for Alternatives to Pesticides: http://www.pesticide.org 
 

Pesticide Action Network North America: http://panna.igc.org 
 

Pesticide Management Programme, Cornell University: http://pmep.cce.cornell.edu/profiles/extoxnet/24d-
captan/24d-ext.html 


