Putting the RCEP into Practice Meeting – 16th November 2005

Accompanying Commentary to Power Point Presentation – by Georgina Downs

SLIDE 1 – Opening Slide

First of all, I would like to thank Christopher for organising today’s meeting and to Laura for providing the venue.

As many of you know I am an independent pesticides campaigner, representing residents and communities living near sprayed fields, as someone who has over 21 years direct experience of living in this situation. 

Since 2001 I have presented a case to the Government regarding the inadequacy and serious fundamental flaws throughout the existing regulations and monitoring system for pesticides, particularly in relation to the bystander exposure and risk assessments. 

I should stress that the comments that I make and measures that I have proposed all the way through the campaign are based on everything that I have collected and amassed over the last 4 years. This includes both in terms of scientific evidence, as well as the reports and comments that are coming into me from other rural residents and communities, along with members of the public in general. Not just here in the UK, but internationally as well.

SLIDE 2 –Bystander Issue – Background 

Throughout the campaign I have presented considerable evidence to all the Government agencies and advisors responsible for pesticides. This included 2 videos. The first video featured a family of mannequins, made up of a pregnant woman, two babies and a young child, which was first presented at the Advisory Committee on Pesticides Open Meeting on July 10th 2002, to demonstrate the inadequacy of the current risk assessment in protecting rural residents, as opposed simply to bystanders. 

As the Royal Commission’s report highlights, the ACP requested and reviewed further data provided by the PSD in 2003, but concluded that it did not change the ACP’s previous advice following the open meeting, that the risk assessment provided adequate protection.

In July 2003 DEFRA launched 2 Consultation’s on crop-spraying. I put in extensive written evidence and also produced a second video that featured people from all over the country reporting acute and chronic long-term illnesses and diseases in rural areas. 

SLIDE 3 – Ill-Health Effects Reported on Video

Some of the acute effects reported on the video included sore throats, burning eyes, nose, skin, blisters, headaches, dizziness, nausea and flu-type illnesses. The chronic long-term illnesses reported included various cancers, leukaemia, non-Hodgkins lymphoma, neurological problems, including Parkinson’s disease and ME, asthma, amongst many other medical conditions. A number of those featured on the video have actually been officially diagnosed and confirmed by the Government as suffering from pesticide related ill-health.

SLIDE 4 – ACP’s Approach to Video of Cases

The Chairman of the ACP had repeatedly stated that the Committee needed to see the evidence of what was happening in reality to check if the current system was working. However, despite the fact that I personally had copies of the video sent out to every member of the Committee prior to the ACP meeting in March 2004, it was only seen in full by a small handful of members. Nevertheless, the Committee concluded that neither the video nor the accompanying written documentation included anything that would lead them to change their previous advice on health risks to bystanders.  

SLIDE 5 – Response to RCEP’s Conclusions and Recommendations

So, I would like to very briefly highlight the response to the Royal Commission’s conclusions and key recommendations on behalf of the rural residents and communities that I represent. 

Obviously from a personal point of view I do feel somewhat vindicated in relation to the case I have been presenting, as the Royal Commission have agreed that there are serious inherent flaws throughout the existing regulations and called for a complete overhaul. 

The PSD, the ACP and other Government agencies have continued to maintain that a robust system is in place to protect public health. 

However, the Royal Commission have concluded that the level of these assurances is not robustly founded in scientific evidence and identified grounds for concern in respect of all the areas addressed including health, exposure and risk. The RCEP have recommended that the reported ill-health effects need to be taken more seriously; direct access to information and prior notification; concluded that legal redress is virtually impossible and clearly acknowledged that residents and bystanders are 2 different exposure scenarios. 
These findings are obviously all to be welcomed.

However, some of the RCEP’s conclusions are disappointingly weak in view of the existing evidence.

SLIDE 6 – RCEP Conclusions – Health 

For example, there is no question that both residents and bystanders have suffered acute effects following exposure to crop sprays and the Government’s own monitoring system, the Pesticides Incidents Appraisal Panel has confirmed cases from just one single exposure. 

Therefore I don’t think acute effects were ever in doubt, but the Royal Commission did not make this clear enough in the report or in subsequent comments in the media. This left it open to criticisms from some that there is no scientific evidence that pesticides do cause ill-health, which is not correct. (Just to say) I clarified this point at a meeting last week with Stephen Holgate and Tom Eddy from the Royal Commission who both confirmed that pesticides’ being able to cause acute effects was accepted.
Therefore where the RCEP refer to the plausibility of a link between resident and bystander exposure and ill-health, for example, in paragraphs 2.65 and 6.20, it actually states that it is in relation to chronic ill health. 

SLIDE 7 – Pesticides – Chronic Ill-Health

The Office of National Statistics released figures last year that showed that record numbers of children and young adults are suffering from long-term illnesses and conditions and that 1 in 6 children under 5 now suffer from a long-standing illness, compared with 4 per cent in 1972.

Many pesticides have neurotoxic, carcinogenic and hormone-disrupting capabilities. Substantive evidence already exists linking pesticides to various forms of cancer, neurological diseases and birth defects, among other chronic conditions.
The total cost to the UK with regard to cancer, ME and asthma alone, is in excess of £6 billion per year. It is not known what proportion of the overall costs from damage to health and the environment could be attributable to pesticides. However, even if only partly then the cost to the economy and society, as a whole, is clearly substantial.
Obviously to stress that the personal and human costs to individuals suffering pesticide related ill-health cannot be calculated in financial terms. Therefore the significance of these consequences requires the adoption of a preventative approach, especially in relation to the protection of children and other vulnerable groups.

SLIDE 8 – RCEP’S Conclusions – Health/Exposure 

However, just to stress that the principle aim of pesticide regulation is supposed to be the protection of public health, which is obviously based on the risk of harm and not that harm has to have already occurred. Therefore individuals should not have to prove they are ill. The Government should not be exposing people to any risks. This is the fundamental point that tends to get overlooked with all the arguments regarding proof of causation.

For example, in written evidence to the EFRA inquiry in February 2005, DEFRA and HM Treasury clearly stated that, “If there is scientific evidence that use of a pesticide may harm human health, that is considered an unacceptable level of risk.”

Therefore, despite many positive aspects of the RCEP report, the biggest weakness, is that having accepted that there is a potential health risk and that various illnesses and diseases could be associated with pesticides, the report then completely contradicts its own findings by making recommendations that won’t actually prevent exposure for people in the countryside from crop-spraying.

SLIDE 9 – Buffer Zones – How Big Should They Be?
The RCEP report recommends the introduction of 5 metre buffer zones alongside residential property and other buildings such as schools, hospitals and retirement homes in an attempt to decrease the likelihood of spray drift affecting residents and bystanders.

However, as I have always argued, spraydrift is just one aspect of a much wider and more far reaching problem, as regardless whether there is immediate drift or not, a farmer/grower will not be able to prevent pesticides, once they are airborne contaminants, from being in the air, as the droplets, particles and vapours will be impossible to confine within the treated area. 

In an article in the Farmers Weekly on 31st March 2004, Alan East, the technical services and registration manager from the company Interagro stated “The application of crop protection products is generally inefficient with only 15% of applied pesticide reaching its target.”

SLIDE 10 – RCEP Conclusions – Exposure

The Royal Commission’s report did not adequately address all the complex exposure factors that need to be taken into account for people in rural areas. 

These other exposure factors include the long-term exposure to pesticides in the air, chemical fumes after application, volatilisation, which can occur days, weeks, even months after application (and it is therefore immaterial how good the nozzles may be at the time of spraying), reactivation, precipitation, pesticides transported from outdoor applications and redistributed into the indoor air environment, exposure to mixtures, as well as long-range transportation. 

SLIDE 11 – Exposure Scenario for Rural Residents/Communities

In the Agricultural Research Service’s report, “Action Plan: Component V: Pesticides and Other Synthetic Chemicals,” it states “Many pesticides are volatile, and even those with low volatility can be transported in the atmosphere as residues bound to dust particles or as aerosols. Both the active ingredient and formulation constituents can become air contaminants. Volatile components and residues bound to dusts may rise high into the atmosphere, travel long distances, and be deposited far from the point of origin through various deposition processes. Volatile pesticides are released to the atmosphere during and after application. Large pulses of pesticides may be released from areas of heavy agricultural activity for three to four days after application, causing increased pesticide concentrations in the entire region. Lower concentrations persist throughout the remainder of the year as the pesticide material is cycled within the plant-air-soil-water environment.”
SLIDE 12 – Buffer Zones – How Big Should They Be?

A reputable study in California found pesticides located up to 3 miles away from pesticide treated areas and calculated health risks for rural residents and communities living within those distances. 

Many pesticides commonly used in California have been detected far from the site of application, some as far as 25 to 50 miles. Studies in America 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. 

The recent EU FOCUS Air Working Group document “Pesticides In Air: Considerations for Exposure Assessment,” states “Very fine atmospheric particles have long residence times in the atmosphere and thus have the potential to travel distances further than 1000km.”

SLIDE 13 – Buffer Zones – How Big Should They Be?

One study of Californian women showed that living within a mile of farms where certain pesticides are sprayed, during critical weeks in pregnancy, increased by 120% the chance of losing the baby through birth defects. 

Another study showed that living within a mile and a half of the cranberry fields of Cape Cod increased a child's risk of developing a particular type of brain tumour.

A recent study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association that confirmed acute illnesses in children and employees from pesticides sprayed on farmland near schools pointed out that 7 US states require no-spray buffer zones of up to 2.5 miles around schools. 
SLIDE 14 – Aerial photo of our area

I would like to put this into a visual context: This picture is of our house and some of the surrounding fields in our area and is approximately 1 mile left to right. The small red circle that you can hopefully see, marks our house. The yellow line on the photo shows where a 5-metre buffer zone would be and just to explain how it was worked out, as it is pretty accurate – some of the roads and lanes that you can see in white running through the photo are in fact 5 metres in width, with the widest part of the nearest lane, standing at 5 and a-half metres. So using the width of the lanes in the photo, it was fairly easy to mark out the position of a 5 metre buffer zone in the field adjoining our house, (although just to point out that as the line itself is probably about 5 metres, the 5 metre buffer zone distance is from the edge of the field, to the nearest side of the line).

SLIDE 15 – Aerial photo of our area 2

This next photo is again of our house, but the scale is approximately 2 and a half miles left to right. The small red circle again marks our house. 

It was not possible on this scale, to show where the 5-metre buffer zone would be, as it would be too small to see.  

SLIDE 16 – Aerial photo of Kay’s area 

This next picture is of Kay Wadey’s house and surrounding area on the Cambridge/Suffolk border and is approximately 1 mile left to right. Again the small red circle marks Kay’s house, which as you can see is surrounded on all sides by fields that are regularly sprayed throughout every year. The yellow lines again indicate where the various 5 metre buffer zones would be.

SLIDE 17 – Aerial photo of Kay’s area 2

This next picture is again of Kay’s area, but the scale is approximately 5 and a half miles left to right. The small red circle marks Kay’s house. Again it was not possible on this scale, to show where the 5 metre buffer zones would be, as they would just be impossible to see.  

SLIDE 18 – RCEP Recommendations – Exposure 

These pictures really highlight the number of fields in all directions over vast distances surrounding rural communities and they could all be regularly and sequentially sprayed with mixtures of pesticides throughout every year. 

Therefore the recommendation of 5 metre buffer strips is wholly inadequate and will not be able to protect residents and communities from this type of exposure scenario, as it is far more complex than exposure related solely to that of immediate spraydrift.

Following the publication of the RCEP report I have been contacted by a number of experts who have also questioned the shortcomings of the RCEP’s recommendations regarding exposure. One retired environmental engineer stated, “It is my opinion that the subject has too many variables for any responsible environmental engineer to give a guaranteed safety zone and I am amazed that they are considering that a 5 metre buffer zone is acceptable.” 

The RCEP report also recommends that all spraying practice be brought into line with the aspirations of the Green Code recommendations. 

However, again the Green Code is predominantly addressing the problem only in relation to immediate spraydrift and not the overall exposure for rural residents and communities from the actual continued use and release of pesticides into their surrounding air and living environment.

SLIDE 19 – What should be done?

So what should be done:-

The protection of public health has to be the overriding priority and take absolute precedence over any financial, economic or other considerations. 

The Government has so far failed to protect people from exposure to pesticides. Substantive evidence already exists regarding the dangers of pesticides and the risks inherent in their use. Therefore regardless of any further research, immediate preventative action has to be taken, as rural residents and communities deserve to be protected from avoidable and unnecessary exposures and risks to their health.

The only people who can decide what is acceptable in relation to the health of residents and bystanders, is residents and bystanders.

SLIDE 20 – What Should Be Done?

The only responsible course of action for the EU and the UK Government to take is an immediate ban on crop-spraying and the use of pesticides near homes, schools, workplaces and any other places of human habitation. Small buffer zones’ are not going to be adequate or in anyway acceptable and therefore a much larger distance is required. 

The UK Pesticides Campaign has always stated, based on the evidence of how far pesticides have been shown to travel and the calculated health risks within those distances, that it should be no less than 1 mile.

However, the only real way to protect public health and prevent any illnesses and diseases that may be associated with pesticides, for now and for future generations, is to avoid exposure altogether through the widespread adoption of truly sustainable non-chemical and natural methods, as an alternative to chemical pest control. 
