Urgent – Rural residents and others exposed to toxic pesticides make your voices heard in DEFRA Pesticides Consultation
 

	Dear All,

The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) is currently carrying out a Consultation on the use of pesticides. As set out in Hilary Benn's statement last year at http://www.defra.gov.uk/news/2009/090707b.htm the Consultation is partly as a result of my legal case regarding pesticide exposure for residents and other members of the public, as well as implementing new European pesticides legislation. As can be seen at the aforementioned weblink Hilary Benn’s statement in July 2009 in relation to the legal case between myself and DEFRA clearly said, "The action brought by Georgina Downs, who I have met, has raised a number of issues concerning pesticide policy" and "We will therefore, in the light of the issues raised by Georgina Downs and the EU Directive, consult this autumn on:
· How to give people access to farmers’ records of spraying activity near their properties; 

· How to give prior notification of spraying activity to residents; 

· Monitoring of how pesticides are being used; 

· New training requirements for operators; and 

· What else should be included in our National Action Plan."
The Consultation was only recently launched having been delayed from its original stated time-line of last Autumn.  


I would urge any rural residents and others concerned about the health risks and acute and chronic adverse impacts of pesticides that are repeatedly sprayed near homes, schools, children’s playgrounds and other public areas to submit to the DEFRA Consultation which is only open until the 4th May 2010.

The Consultation is being carried out by the Chemicals Regulation Directorate (CRD) of HSE on behalf of DEFRA. The CRD was formerly the Pesticides Safety Directorate (PSD). The Consultation documents are available at:- http://www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/consult/pesticides/index.htm 

As said above, the Consultation concerns the approach to be taken in implementing new European pesticides legislation consisting of a Directive on the Sustainable use of Pesticides (Directive 2009/128/EC) and two provisions in a Regulation on Plant Protection Product Authorisations (Regulation (EC) No 1107/2009) which will need to be implemented by domestic legislation. As can be seen in the statement by the DEFRA Minister, Dan Norris, which is at the beginning of the Consultation Document, a key part of the Consultation is in relation to the use of pesticides near to where people live. Therefore the Consultation Document (which is very long and detailed) contains a number of important measures regarding exposure for residents and other members of the public and these include:-

· the option for the prohibition of pesticide use in areas used by the general public or vulnerable groups. As a result of the UK Pesticides Campaign’s input into the negotiations on the new European legislation in Brussels and Strasbourg in 2007/2008 the new European defintion of “vulnerable groups” is defined as, “persons needing specific consideration when assessing the acute and chronic health effects of plant protection products. These include pregnant and nursing women, the unborn, infants and children, the elderly and workers and residents subject to high pesticide exposure over the long term.” Therefore the option for the prohibition of pesticide use in areas used by the general public or vulnerable groups must include residential areas, parks, public gardens, sports and recreation grounds, school grounds, children’s playgrounds, amongst other places. (NB. For the full text of the related Article of the new European Directive on the Sustainable use of Pesticides, see Article 12 on pages 8 and 9 at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:309:0071:0086:EN:PDF)
IMPORTANT NOTE: Considering the distance that pesticides have been shown to travel then the distance of the no-spray area would need to be substantial. 

SUPPORTING FACTS: Farmers cannot control pesticides once they are airborne and therefore there are a number of different exposure factors that are relevant for rural residents and communities. These include long term exposure to pesticides in the air, exposure to vapours, which can occur days, weeks, even months after application, exposure to mixtures, precipitation, reactivation, pesticides transported from outdoor applications and redistributed into the indoor environment, as well as long-range transportation, as there is extensive body of scientific evidence to show that pesticides can travel in the air and spread

over vast distances. For example, a reputable scientific study in California found pesticides located up to three miles away from the treated areas, and calculated health risks for rural residents and communities living within those distances. (Lee et al, 2002). Studies in California consistently find pesticides in the air, rain and even fog, as a result of the repeated and frequent use and release of pesticides on a large scale in agricultural areas. One study involving nearly 700 Californian women showed that living within a mile of farms where certain pesticides are sprayed, during critical weeks in pregnancy, increased by up to 120% the chance of losing the baby through birth defects. (Bell et al, 2001). Another study found high brain cancer rates in people living near cranberry agricultural fields in Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Results showed that living within 2,600 feet of the cranberry growing area resulted in twice the risk for all brain cancers and nearly a sevenfold increased risk for a type of brain cancer known as astrocytoma. (Aschengrau et al, 1996). A study published in 2005, that confirmed acute illnesses in children and employees from pesticides sprayed on farmland near schools, pointed out that a number of US states now require no-spray zones around schools in an attempt to protect children from exposure, including one state that has no-spray zones of 2.5 miles. (Alarcon et al, 2005). These studies show that there is international scientific evidence supporting no-spray zones of miles not metres.
· the option for a new legal obligation for farmers and other pesticide users to provide information to residents and others on the pesticides used
IMPORTANT NOTE: This has to be directly to residents and neighbours as third party access is completely inadequate, especially in the event of an immediate poisoning when getting that information is critical and going through a third party would only add unneccessary and in some cases extremely dangerous time delays. Providing information to neighbours and residents does not need to be overburdensome and in any event the benefits would far outweigh any burdens on the pesticide user having to provide this information. The acute, and chronic adverse impacts of long-term exposure to pesticides, including for people living in the locality to sprayed fields, has been clearly acknowledged by the European Commission in the development of the new European legislation (see quotes below). There are simply no justifiable reasons for the UK Government to continue to deny this basic information to the public, as people have a fundamental right to know the information necessary to make informed and knowledgeable decisions to protect their health and the health of their family from any harm. (Although obviously the fundamental point is that people should have the right not to be exposed to these chemicals at all in the first place).

SUPPORTING FACTS: There is currently a clear mismatch and inconsistency between the legislative requirement for the protection of workers and the lack of any protection for residents and communities exposed to pesticides from crop-spraying. Workers are legally allowed to know what chemicals they are using, the risks and adverse health effects, and will be required to wear protective equipment. Whereas, members of the pubic who may be only inches away breathing in the very same airborne droplets, particles and vapours that workers are required to have protection from, do not currently have any legal right to access information on what chemicals they are being exposed to, nor are they entitled to any prior notification, nor are they likely of course to be wearing protective equipment while going about their business in their homes, gardens and elsewhere. The UK Pesticides Campaign has continued to argue since the outset of the campaign in 2001, that mandatory requirements for access to information are absolutely imperative. Not only is it beneficial for residents and other members of the public who are exposed to pesticides sprayed in their locality so that they are able to know what they are being exposed to, it is also vital to be able to: 1) test for the presence of those particular pesticides in blood and/or body fat; 2) enable doctors to give the correct assessment and treatment of anyone who suffers adverse health effects (whether they be acute or chronic), as a doctor cannot possibly make a proper assessment of a patient’s health effects unless this information is kept and provided; 3) feed back into the monitoring system, otherwise pesticide related ill-health statistics will never have a hope of being accurate or complete; and 4) provide crucial information for epidemiological purposes, as there is no way to trace exposure and correlate effects when there is no knowledge of what has been used and thus what people have been exposed to. In relation to this, it is important to note that the requirement in Article 67 of the new European Regulation is for professional users of pesticides to keep records of the pesticides they use for “at least three years.” This is obviously completely inadequate, especially considering that in the UK records for health surveillance for workers are kept for 40 years due to potential chronic effects. Therefore it shouldn’t be any different in relation to residents and others exposed over the long-term and the UK Pesticides Campaign intends to stress this point to Ministers during this Consultation period. 

· the option for a new legal obligation for farmers and other pesticide users to provide residents with prior notification before pesticide spraying 

IMPORTANT NOTE: The prior notification needs to be at least 48 hours in advance of any pesticide spraying, the same as is required for the protection of bees. It should be noted that Mr. Justice Collins recognised in the High Court Judgment in November 2008 that, “It is difficult to see why residents should be in a worse position” than bees! Therefore it should be obligatory under the statutory conditions of use in the approval for all pesticides to notify residents 48 hours prior to any aerial or ground spraying application to enable people to take the necessary precautions to try and reduce exposure as much as possible.
SUPPORTING FACTS: In the UK there is a legal obligation in the statutory conditions of use to provide 48 hours prior notification for beekeepers (in relation to protecting bees). This legal obligation is for products that may harm bees and that are labelled as ‘harmful’, ’dangerous’, ‘extremely dangerous’ or ‘high risk’ to bees. However, pesticides that carry clear warnings on the labels and safety data sheets in relation to human exposure, such as “Very toxic by inhalation,” “Do not breathe spray; fumes; or vapour,” “Risk of serious damage to eyes,” “Harmful, possible risk of irreversible effects through inhalation,” “May be fatal if inhaled” etc. etc. do not have any comparable notification requirements in the UK as there is for bees. This is an extraordinary situation, that bees are given protection, but not humans. Considering 48 hours notice is workable for protecting other species then it should be the same for protecting humans, especially the most vulnerable groups. This prior notification should apply to any pesticides applied, as it is for aerial spraying in the UK, and not just some (especially considering pesticides are commonly used in mixtures which could result in increased toxicity due to synergistic effects etc.) It is important to note that in documentation formulated for Ministers consideration by DEFRA officials in March 2006, the recommendation that went to Ministers regarding prior notification for residents was for a mandatory requirement to notify all those nearby residents who had requested it, prior to each spray event. Yet, despite this, DEFRA Ministers have so far continued to refuse to make such prior notification a mandatory requirement and has simply passed it back to the industry to deal with on a voluntary basis. 

The Inadequacy of Voluntary Measures 

Documentation that I obtained under Freedom of Information (FOI) for the purposes of my legal case revealed that the real reason why the Government has so far refused to introduce mandatory measures for the protection of residents has been to do with cost implications on the industry (as well as on the Government itself). However, voluntary measures have existed for decades, have not worked, however many times they are repackaged, (as recognised by Mr. Justice Collins in the High Court Judgment) and are completely unacceptable in this situation, aside from the critical fact that in 2004 DEFRA Ministers previously gave an undertaking for mandatory not voluntary access to information and prior notification for residents, which was a stated commitment, that was never carried through. Most importantly of all, DEFRA officials had advised Ministers in June 2006 that, “…voluntary measures can only be used where there is no health risk to residents and bystanders…” Therefore DEFRA Ministers and officials were well aware that in the situation where the health risks and adverse effects are already accepted, (including in the Government’s own monitoring system), then voluntary measures were not an option.

As ever, the industry is pushing very hard for  the Government to again only continue with voluntary measures as a result of this Consultation. The Consultation Document itself (on page 12 at: http://www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/consult/pesticides/100209-pesticides-condoc.pdf) says that it “seeks views on a range of implementation options for its provisions. Although they actually represent a broad spectrum of potential implementation options, the approaches can generally be described as:

· Option 1: Maintain status quo; retain the current UK framework of controls where these meet the minimum requirements of the Directive (where current controls would not be in compliance with the Directive, option 1 will not be considered)

· Option 2: Improve and strengthen current statutory and voluntary controls, and implement additional measures necessary to comply with the Directive
· Option 3: Adopt regulatory controls wherever possible.”
IMPORTANT NOTE: The UK Pesticides Campaign will be urging Ministers to support Option 3 for the adoption of regulatory controls wherever possible.  

Mandatory Measures Must be Introduced for Public Health Protection

The evidence presented in my legal case clearly showed that the Government has continued to base its decisions in relation to this issue on the protection of industry interests as opposed to what is absolutely required as the number one priority of pesticide policy and regulation – to protect public health.  

DEFRA has previously stated that there is not supposed to be a trade off when it comes to the risks to health from pesticides with the benefits and that if there is scientific evidence that use of a pesticide may harm human health that is to be considered unacceptable, and that approval for use would be refused, whatever the benefits. However, the Government’s overall policy and approach is based on an inapt ‘balancing’ approach, in which it accepts a degree of damage to human health on the basis that it is outweighed by the (supposed) benefits of pesticide use (eg cost/economic benefits for farmers), rather than on the absolute protective approach required of ensuring that there is no harmful effect on human health at all.

There is currently a clear mismatch and inconsistency between the Government’s longstanding failure to protect people from passive exposure to pesticides and the Government’s approach in other comparable policy areas that ended in a ban for public health protection. For example, the smoking ban in public places; BSE; asbestos and straw-burning, to name but a few. 
Mandatory measures must be introduced to finally protect the health of residents and other members of the public from exposure to pesticides. These measures have to be at Governmental level from changes to its policy so that it is consistent for all rural residents across the country. Therefore the aforementioned mandatory measures of 1) prohibition of pesticide use in substantial no-spray zones in areas used by the general public or vulnerable groups, including residential areas, parks, public gardens, sports and recreation grounds, school grounds, children’s playgrounds, amongst other places; 2)  a new legal obligation for farmers and other pesticide users to provide information to residents and others on the pesticides used; 3) a new legal obligation for farmers and other pesticide users to provide residents with prior notification before pesticide spraying, must be introduced into the statutory conditions of use for the authorization/approval of any pesticide.
The UK Pesticides Campaign has been campaigning for the aforementioned measures since the outset of the campaign at the beginning of 2001 and it is absolutely critical that all these key measures are finally introduced for public health protection.
The Prioritisation of Non-chemical Methods 

The only real solution to eliminate the adverse health and environmental impacts of pesticides is to take a preventative approach and avoid exposure altogether with the widespread adoption of truly sustainable non-chemical methods of plant protection and pest and crop management. This would be more in line with the objectives for sustainable crop protection, as the reliance on complex chemicals designed to kill plants, insects or other forms of life, cannot be classified as sustainable. Therefore priority should always be given to non-chemical methods.
One of the industry arguments in objection to the widespread adoption of non-chemical methods is that there would be a reduction in yield if pesticides were not used. However, there are various international studies that counter this argument and a few examples of these include:-

· One review of over 200 food production projects involving simple, organic type techniques in different countries found that they resulted in major yield increases, ranging from 46-150% (“Reducing Food Poverty with sustainable agriculture: A Summary of New Evidence,” 'SAFE-World' Research Project. J.N. Pretty and Rachel Hine, 2000)
· Other case studies in the Philippines have demostrated that sustainable agriculture can be practised in large scale; where yields do not necessarily drop without the use of chemical fertilisers and pesticides; and that a rapid (even immediate) transition from chemical farming to sustainable agriculture is possible if correct technical principles are followed
· One 15-year study comparing non-chemical farming methods to conventional methods concluded that yields from non-chemical farming equal conventional yields after four years. And that's with no detriment to soil, water or human health (Rodale Institute of Kutztown, Pennsylvania, 1998)
· In Cuba, many non-chemical control methods have proved more efficient than pesticides
· A previous study published results of 205 comparisons made of yields from organic and conventional farming systems in north America and Europe. The major finding of the study was, on average, and for a wide range of crops, yields within 10 percent (90 percent) of those obtained in conventional agriculture were achieved without use of agro-chemicals (G. Stanhill, 1989)
· Ethiopia has also been turning away from high-input, intensive agriculture to develop farming systems based on traditional and organic farming methods. It has been reported that the results have been impressive, with yields doubling, in some cases more, following the use of compost – yields of the common Faba bean increased five-fold from 500 kg/ha to 2,500 kg/ha. The practical evidence of Project Tigray’s increased yields has convinced the Ethiopian Government to abandon agrochemical-reliant agriculture and reorient national food and farming policy towards organic farming
· Another report found that organic and agro-ecological farming in the Southern hemisphere produces dramatic yield increases, as well as greater crop diversity and greater nutritional content. For example: Tigray, Ethiopia (composted plots yield 3-5 times more than chemically treated plots), Brazil (maize yields increased 20-250%); and Peru (increases of 150% for a range of upland crops) (“The Real Green Revolution – Organic and agro-ecological farming in the South,” N. Parrott and T. Marsden, Greenpeace, 2002)
· A study in Africa also showed an increase in yields from using organic and non-chemical methods. The article stated, "The research conducted by the UN Environment Programme suggests that organic, small-scale farming can deliver the increased yields which were thought to be the preserve of industrial farming, without the environmental and social damage which that form of agriculture brings with it. An analysis of 114 projects in 24 African countries found that yields had more than doubled where organic, or near-organic practices had been used. That increase in yield jumped to 128 per cent in east Africa." (Source: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/organic-farming-could-feed-africa-968641.html)
· Researchers in Denmark found that a large-scale shift to organic agriculture could actually help fight world hunger while improving the environment (“Organic agriculture and food security,” Mark W. Rosegrant, Timothy B. Sulser, and Niels Halberg, 2007)
These examples undermine the suggestion that non-chemical methods would necessarily result in a decrease in yields. What such methods would do is to eliminate the very significant health and environmental costs that currently exist in relation to the use of pesticides, (as well as the financial costs of the farmer or pesticide user having to buy the chemicals in the first place). This would naturally result in significant economic and financial benefits and it is the only real solution to protect public health and prevent any illnesses and diseases that could be associated with pesticides, for now and for future generations.

In January this year I published the six Witness Statements on my campaign website (http://www.pesticidescampaign.co.uk/witnessStatement_1.htm). There is also a short Executive Summary that I produced of the crucial 2nd Witness Statement at: http://www.pesticidescampaign.co.uk/documents/execSummary/Executive%20Summary.pdf 
 

Therefore anyone can now see for themselves the true extent of the Government’s fundamental failure at all levels to protect the public from pesticides. The Government has conditions of use for the protection of animals, wildlife and the environment, but absolutely nothing for the protection of residents and communities. This has to now change.

 

The factual evidence contained in my Witness Statements, and which is based on the Government’s very own documents, findings and statements, clearly confirms that there has never been any evidence to support the Government position of safety to residents (or school children attending schools near sprayed fields), just the Government’s own continued assertions. The Government has not assessed residents exposure, and has continued to allow adverse effects to occur in residents and others exposed, which of course includes vulnerable groups, such as babies, children, pregnant women, people who are already ill and who may be taking medication, amongst others. 
 

The European Commission has clearly acknowledged the health impacts of pesticides including the chronic long term effects. For example, in July 2006 the EC stated, “Long term exposure to pesticides can lead to serious disturbances to the immune system, sexual disorders, cancers, sterility, birth defects, damage to the nervous system and genetic damage.” 

As said earlier, I would urge any rural residents and others concerned about the health risks and acute and chronic adverse impacts of pesticides that are repeatedly sprayed near homes, schools, children’s playgrounds and other public areas to submit to the DEFRA Consultation to make your voices heard. The Consultation closes on 4th May 2010. 
 

The UK Pesticides Campaign is currently compiling a submission to the DEFRA Consultation. If anyone wants to contact me for further information about the Consultation please call me on 01243 773846.

Thanks for your support, kindest regards,

 

Georgina Downs FRSA.

UK Pesticides Campaign.

www.pesticidescampaign.co.uk 




