

















































































































Managing Pesticides:
An Environmentalist View

by Lawrie Mott

PA Administrator Lee Thomas has

ranked pesticides as one of the most
urgent problems facing the Agency.
Recently, EPA completed an
Agency-wide analysis of its
across-the-board efforts to protect public
health and the environment. The report
concluded that preventing pesticide
residues in food and other pesticide
risks such as contamination of drinking
water ranked relatively high among the
Agency -efforts, while pesticide
contamination of water and air are areas
of relatively high risk but low EPA
effort.

By definition, pesticides are toxic
chemicals—designed to kill insects,
weeds, fungi, and other pests. Some
have also been found to cause cancer,
birth defects, and other health hazards.
But the overwhelming majority of these
chemicals have never been completely
tested for their health effects. As Steven
Schatzow, the former director of EPA’s
pesticide program, explained, “Pesticides
dwarf the other environmental risks the
Agency deals with. The risks from
pesticides are so much greater because
of the exposures involved. Toxic waste
dumps affect a few thousand people
who live around them. But virtually
everyone is exposed to pesticides.”

Since the 1940s, pesticide use has
increased tenfold. Last year alone, 2.6
billion pounds of pesticides were sold
in the United States. As a result of this
exlensive use, our food, drinking water,
and environment now contain pesticide
residues. In fact, nearly all Americans
have residues of the pesticides DDT,
chlordane, heptachlor, aldrin, and
dieldrin in their bodies—though all
have been banned.

Ground water is the source of
drinking water for 97 percent of rural
Americans and 50 percent of all
Americans; yet according to a 1986 EPA
report, 17 pesticides, some of which
cause cancer and other harmful effects,
have been found in ground water in at
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least 23 states. In California alone, 57
different pesticides have been detected
in more than 200 wells across the state.
Further, as EPA and individual states
initiate routine ground-water
monitoring, the number of pesticides
detected is expected to increase. Last
fall, a poll in Iowa found that about half
of the adult population identified farm
chemicals as the biggest threat to their
drinking water, and three out of four
Towa adults favor limits on the use of
farm chemicals.

The extent of contamination of our
food is unknown. Between 1982 and
1985, the federal Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) detected pesticide
residues in 48 percent of the types of
fresh fruits and vegetables consumed
most frequently. (Under federal law,
EPA sets allowable residue levels for
certain pesticides.) This figure
understates the actual presence of
pesticides in these foods because about
half of the pesticides applied to food
cannot be readily detected by FDA's
laboratories. (EPA has identified 47
carcinogenic pesticides that are
registered for use on food.) Indeed, the
GAO also revealed that EPA has
generally taken two to six years to
complete special review of chemicals
that may pose significant health or
environmental risks—even though these
reviews are supposed to be conducted
rapidly.

In 1983 and 1984, for example,
dangerous levels of the cancer-causing
pesticide EDB detected in grain
supplies, citrus, and other foods
received public attention. In the
summer of 1985, nearly 1,000 people in
several western states were poisoned by
residues of the pesticide Temik in
watermelons. During 1986, there
was increasing public concern
over the use of the cancer-causing plant
growth regulator Alar, used primarily to
make the apple harvest easier and
to make the fruit redder, but resulting

in residues in both apple juice and
applesauce; the outcry led many food
manufacturers to announce they would
no longer accept Alar-treated apples.
Also in 1968, milk from approximately
40 dairy farms in Arkansas was
quarantined because of contamination
by the banned pesticide heptachlor.
Some milk contained heptachlor in
amounts as much as seven times the
acceptable level. Given these incidents,
it is no surprise that three out of four
consumers consider pesticides in food a
serious hazard, according to a survey by
the Food Marketing Institute.

In spite of the continued and routine
use of pesticides, we have only a very
limited understanding of the cumulative
effect of this widespread chronic
exposure. Some of the only examples of
health effects in humans now available
involve farmers and fieldworkers. In
California, farmworkers have the highest
rate of occupational illness, yet only one
to two percent of pesticide poisonings
in farmworkers are estimated to be
reported. A National Cancer Institute
study last year found that farmers
exposed to herbicides had a risk six
times greater than nonfarmers of
contracting one form of cancer. Other
studies have shown similar results, with
farmers in Nebraska and lowa exposed
to pesticides having an increased risk of
developing cancer.

Another serious consequence of the
long term and increasing use of
pesticides is that the targeted species
are becoming resistant to these
chemicals. The typical solution to this
problem is to apply more pesticides
which in turn can increase the pest’s
resistance. Between 1970 and 19890, for
example, the number of insects resistant
to insecticides nearly doubled.

Why are pesticides becoming a greater
health hazard as the above examples
indicate? The primary cause is an
inadequate federal regulatory program
that stems from insufficient resources
and a fundamentally flawed federal
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The weaknesses in the federal
pesticide regulatory programs
arise primarily from
fundamental f}jaws in the
pesticide law itself.

pesticide law. Since the mid-1970s, an
unbroken litany of congressional, GAQ,
and other reports have detailed the
failures of EPA and FDA efforts to
protect the public and the environment
from pesticides. The most recent GAO
reports contain the same criticisms
repeatedly raised in the past. For
example, in 1972 Congress directed EPA
to reevaluate the safety of the
approximately 600 older chemicals
licensed for use before the current
requirements for health effects testing
were enacted.

This process of reregistration
theoretically would have consisted of
identifying the gaps in the necessary
health and safety data and requiring
pesticide manufacturers to submit the
studies. According to GAQ, by the
spring of 1986, EPA still had not
completed a final safety reassessment
for a single chemical. At this pace,
reregistration will extend past the year
2000. In the meantime, these chemicals
continue to be used, resulting in
residues in our food, water, work
places, and homes. GAO also criticized
the Agency’s failure to regulate inert
ingredients in pesticide products.
Although these chemicals may be inert
agairst pests, some are toxic in their
own right and the majority are
completely untested for their hazards.

FDA's pesticide program is also
plagued by problems. GAQ’s
investigation expanded on earlier
criticisms. The routine laboratory
methods used by FDA to identify
pesticides can detect only about half the
chemicals registered for use on food.
Furthermore, FDA has acknowledged
that 40 percent of the pesticides
classified as moderate-to-high health
hazards cannot be detected by any of
the routine methods. Perhaps even more
astonishing is GAQ’s disclosure that
FDA laboratories, on average, took 28
calendar days to complete sample
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analysis and processing. In other words,
in the time FDA took to check for illegal
pesticide residues, most food would
have been sold and consumed.

The weaknesses in the federal
pesticide regulatory programs arise
primarily from fundamental flaws in the
pesticide law itself. The Federal
Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide
Act (FIFRA) allows EPA to leave
inadequately tested pesticides on the
market, permits EPA to license new
chemicals without full health and safety
data, and allows EPA unlimited time to
remove dangerous chemicals from the
market. Reform of FIFRA is long
overdue and essential in order to
strengthen EPA’s pesticide program.

Last year’s Congress came close to
passing a FIFRA reform bill after a
10-year impasse. Some key elements of
that legislation were to require full
health and safety testing of all older
pesticides on a rapid mandatory
schedule, to fund EPA’s reregistration
program through fees from pesticide
manufacturers, to expedite EPA’s
process for removing dangerous
chemicals from use, to create a program
to protect ground water from pesticide
contamination, and to improve
protection of workers from pesticides.
These amendments were not
enacted—despite support from the
environmental, labor, and consumer
communities and the pesticide
manufacturers—Ilargely because of
efforts by the nation's food companies
and agricultural interests to preempt
state regulation of pesticides in food
and alter the liability of pesticide users
and manufacturers for damages caused
by these chemicals.

With the new 100th Congress, the
chance to finish the job and enact
comprehensive FIFRA reform legislation
has improved significantly. While not a
panacea, last year’s proposed legislation
is a good starting point. Building on last
year’s efforts, this Congress has the
opportunity to pass even stronger

legislation than last year’s bill. But if
such reform is to occur, it is critical that
the narrow-minded efforts of the food
industry and farm block to use FIFRA to
preempt the states or escape liability
under other laws be decisively turned
aside. Only then, finally, will protection
of the public from these highly
dangerous chemicals become a reality.

If Congress again fails to eliminate the
loopholes that cripple FIFRA,
individual states will act. Laws such as
California's Proposition 65, or Safe
Drinking Water Initiative, that would
prohibit the discharge of carcinogens or
reproductive toxins into drinking water,
California’s Birth Defects Prevention Act
that requires health and safety testing
for pesticides on a rapid schedule, or
Arizona's and Wisconsin’s
comprehensive ground-water legislation
to prevent pesticide contamination may
become more common. And even if
state legislatures do not pass new laws,
state agencies may be forced to restrict,
or possibly ban, individual chemicals
due to EPA’s inadequate controls.

The burden for protecting the public
from pesticides is not entirely
determined by FIFRA, nor does it rest
exclusively on government agencies.
Growers should always attempt to use
the minimum amount of pesticides
necessary. Food companies should take
independent steps to reassure
consumers about the safety of their
products. One excellent example is the
Heinz Company's annocuncement that
food treated with any pesticide in EPA’s
special review process will not be used
to manufacture baby food.

Pesticide manufacturers should be
submitting to EPA all required health
and safety data as rapidly as possible.
The companies need not wait for
notification from EPA to begin the
process of filling data gaps. It is simply
unacceptable to continue use of
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Pesticides and the Nation’s

Ground Water

by Bob Barles
and Jerry Kotas

ontamination of ground water and

drinking water by agricultural
chemicals has become an issue of
increasing concern across the country.
In an lowa poll last October, over half
the adults surveyed identified farm
chemicals as the biggest threat to the
water they drink. In Florida, more than
a thousand wells have been shut down
as drinking water sources because of
contamination with ethylene dibromide
(EDB), a potential carcinogen. And in
1986, EPA estimated that at least 17
pesticides have been found in the wells
of 23 states.

The factors that contribute to
ground-water contamination by
pesticides and fertilizers are complex
and not yet well understood, but clearly
there is concern. Our dependence on
ground water for all uses is significant.
It currently provides 40 percent of the
irrigation water used in the United
States, and drinking water for about 50
percent of the U.S. population. In rural
areas, it accounts for as much as 95
percent of water used for domestic
purposes. It is important to identify and
prevent sources of ground-water
contamination because of our reliance
on it and because cleaning up ground
water is enormously expensive and, in
some cases, even impossible.

Until recently, ground water was
generally thought to be protected from
contamination by impervious layers of
subsoil, rock, and clay, and also by the
soil’s own degradation processes.
Challenging this long-held belief was
the discovery of the pesticide
dibromochloropropane (DBCP) in about
2,500 California wells and in the ground
water of four other states as well. In
1979, the pesticide Aldicarb was found
in wells on Long Island and
subsequently in Wisconsin and 11 other
states. The discovery of
EDB-contaminated wells in California,
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Georgia, and other states in 1982 and
1983 raised concerns to new levels.

A particularly disturbing realization is
that one of the major sources of such
contamination may be the normal,
approved use of agricultural chemicals.
Applied to the land, pesticides can get
into ground water through rain, runoff,
infiltration, and snowmelt. Other
sources include accidental spills or
leaks, improper disposal, and misuse or
overuse.

The combined effects on the
environment from these multiple
sources of contamination can be serious.
In the San Joaquin Valley in California,
for example, it has been estimated that
DBCP is present in approximately one
quarter of the usable ground water,
some 30 million acre feet. From a health
perspective, the pervasiveness, toxicity,
and persistence of many pesticides in
the environment are of concern. A
number of pesticides, if present in
sufficiently high concentrations, are
known or suspected to cause a variety
of adverse health effects, ranging from
eye and skin irritation to cancer.

In response to growing public concern
about the health and environmental
implications of chemicals contaminating
ground water, EPA issued a
Ground-Water Protection Strategy in
1984; more recently, the Agency began
developing a more focused effort on
pesticides and fertilizers, referred to as
the Agricultural Chemicals in Ground
Water Strategy. The aim of this strategy
is to compile available information on
the extent and nature of the problem; to
spur additional, coordinated research on
areas of highest priority; to examine
options available to EPA, in
coordination with other governmental
and private organizations, to solve the
problems; and finally, to specify goals
and an implementation plan to address
the issues.

EPA expects to circulate a draft
strategy soon for public comment and
review by the states and in workshops

around the country. The cornerstone of
the strategy is prevention. Because
cleanup of contaminated ground water
is extremely costly, especially for large
areas, prevention of contamination is
critical.

The chief difficulty in designing a
prevention strategy is the enormous
variety of conditions across the country.
The vulnerability of ground water to
contamination may vary widely even
within a single county; moreover,
individual wells drawing on the same
ground water can have varying degrees
of vulnerability to contamination
depending on their depth and
construction. Furthermore, in some
areas ground water is an irreplaceable
source of drinking water, while in
others it is unusable due to such factors
as high salinity or low yields. Given
these large variations, a uniform
national approach is unlikely to be
successful. Instead, EPA is considering
ways to approach the problem more
locally and is looking at various options
for appropriate federal/state roles in
protecting ground-water quality.

The concern for ground-water
protection has led a number of states,
including California, Florida, Maryland,
Minnesota, lowa, New York,
Washington, and Wisconsin, to mount
major efforts to address the problem. In
some cases, these states are passing laws
to better manage the use of farm
chemicals. An increasing number of
states are also monitoring ground water
to determine the extent of
contamination. These state monitoring
efforts have been very useful to EPA as
well as the states in helping to identify
pesticides that need to be better
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