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Focus
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Where is herbicide use 
particularly critical?
Although herbicides can be detected in surface waters throughout Switzerland, 

herbicide-intensive crops are mainly cultivated in low-risk areas. This was shown 

by an assessment involving GIS-based modelling of discharge processes on the 

Central Plateau. With this approach, critical areas can also be identified.

Is chemical pollution of surface waters responsible for declining 

fish stocks in various parts of Switzerland? Can adequate supplies 

of safe water be assured for the growing population in an age 

of climate change? In addressing these and many other issues, 

monitoring of water quality remains a priority concern, particularly 

in regions as densely populated as the Swiss Central Plateau, 

where a wide variety of interests confront each other in a relatively 

small area – hydropower generation, agriculture, flood control and 

protection of natural habitats. Assessment of water quality calls 

for a knowledge both of the sources of water pollution and of the 

processes whereby pollutants enter surface waters. Among the 

most important diffuse (i. e. non-point) sources of water pollution 

are herbicides used in agriculture.

Lack of soil data for Switzerland. Scientists seeking to under-

stand and quantify herbicide losses to surface waters have car-

On the Central Plateau, agricultural herbicides are mainly applied in areas where their use is appropriate from a water protection viewpoint.
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by analysis at a higher spatial resolution. The sites concerned 

frequently lie in former floodplains.

Even though in this case further studies are needed, model-

ling based on fast-flow processes can help to identify particularly 

vulnerable areas where, if necessary, intensive agricultural use 

could even be prohibited. Such models are therefore suitable for 

targeted monitoring efforts and can make a significant contribu-

tion to the improvement of water quality and the quality of surface 

waters as habitats for animals and plants.

Nonetheless, for a more precise evaluation, better data avail-

ability would be desirable. Studies of input pathways of herbicides 

to surface waters clearly indicate that soil properties are an 

important factor [9], but detailed soil data are not available for 

the whole of Switzerland. In addition, owing to the lack of long-

term herbicide measurements, it was fairly difficult to test the 

model with real data. For example, only three atrazine monitoring 

datasets were available. However, these agreed closely with the 

results of the model – which again underlines the essential suit-

ability of fast-flow processes as a proxy for vulnerability to diffuse 

herbicide losses. Although our modelling method cannot be trans-

ferred directly, it does point the way towards the construction of 

relatively simple and practical models for regions other than the 

Central Plateau. i i i
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Swiss waterbodies information system
The Swiss waterbodies informa-

tion system (GEWISS) is an  online 

GIS portal, hosted by the Federal 

Office for the Environment, which 

presents interdisciplinary data  

and overviews covering all aspects 

of the country’s water bodies.  

The  portal is designed to facilitate 

 integrated analysis and delivery 

of data to national or international 

organi zations and agencies, to 

 support the enforcement of legis-

lation at the federal level, and to 

 inform the general public. Based on 

 consolidated (published)  national 

statistical datasets, it offers a 

 variety of simple viewing and data 

search/retrieval functions. (aj)

www.gewiss.ch


