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Methyl bromide has been widely used since 1940 as an effective preplant soil-fumigant for controlling nematodes, plant pathogens, weeds and insects. It is also widely used as a structural and commodity fumigant, as well as for quarantine (for international shipping) or regulatory purposes. Its success as a fumigant is largely due to its wide spectrum of activity, its ability to penetrate soil and/or shipping containers, and the fact that no resistance has been developed among the controlled organisms.

In 1991 methyl bromide was tentatively identified, as an ozone depleting compound with an estimated ozone depletion potential (ODP) 0.4 (with a range of 0.2 to 0.5). Identifying MeBr3 as an ozone-depleting chemical brings it under the jurisdiction of the Clean Air Act, which mandates that any chemical with an ODP greater than 0.2 be banned starting in 2001.

The currently estimated fraction that escapes to the atmosphere from its use (soils: 80% of use, 50% of use, 80% emitted) indicates that about half of the methyl bromide used as fumigant is emitted into the atmosphere.

Considering its broad spectrum of applications, there is no single alternative to methyl bromide. However, alternative chemicals and techniques exist to reduce its use emissions to the atmosphere. Alternatives procedures for commodities and structures include phosphine, residual pesticides, irradiation, biocontrol, controlled or modified atmospheres utilising nitrogen and carbon dioxide, heat and cold. Minimisation of methyl bromide from continued uses may include the use of gas tight structures, recycling processes and displacement techniques.

