PRESS RELEASE 

Disagreements amongst members of the Advisory Committee on Pesticides over the safety of pesticides continues with the publication of Minority Statement 

A comprehensive pesticides literature review published in April 2004 by the Ontario College of Family Physicians has yet again highlighted disagreements amongst members of the Government’s Advisory Committee on Pesticides (ACP) over the safety of pesticides, as a Minority Statement of the ACP’s official response is published. 

The Ontario College of Family Physicians had found consistent evidence linking pesticide exposure to brain, kidney, prostate and pancreatic cancer, as well as leukaemia, non-Hodgkins lymphoma, neurological damage, Parkinson’s disease and other serious illnesses and diseases. The review had found that children were particularly vulnerable to the effects of pesticide exposure and recommended that people avoid exposure to all pesticides whenever and wherever possible.

Pesticides Campaigner Georgina Downs alerted the Government’s Advisory Committee on Pesticides, as well as the Minister for Rural Affairs, Alun Michael, of the publication of the Ontario review as soon as it was released and urged that in light of the authors’ conclusions immediate action should be taken. 

The Advisory Committee on Pesticides (ACP) first considered the report at its meeting in May 2004 where the Chairman and epidemiologist on the Committee, Professor David Coggon, presented his highly critical assessment of the review. Professor Coggon then proposed that, in case his views were unrepresentative of wider scientific thinking, opinions should be sought also from a number of other independent epidemiologists. Accordingly, comments were requested from five epidemiological experts who were current or recent members of other Government advisory committees. 

The ACP then reconsidered the Ontario report at its September 2004 meeting, along with the feedback from the invited experts. A subsequent statement formulated by the ACP was supposed to summarise the conclusions of the ACP’s discussions to date. The statement concluded that "Overall, the ACP has concluded that the report does not raise any new concerns about pesticide safety that were not already being addressed and does not indicate any need for additional regulatory action in the UK."

However, former ACP member, Christopher Stopes, who was a member of the ACP until December 31st 2004 was of the opinion that the statement did not express the range of views on the Committee, nor did it properly reflect the comments from the other epidemiologists consulted.

He advised against publication of the ACP statement until the authors had exercised their right to reply, but following media coverage of the report, generated by Ms. Downs’ campaign, some members felt that it was important for a statement to be made as soon as possible.

Mr. Stopes tabled a draft "Minority Statement" of the ACP’s original statement on the Ontario literature review at the ACP meeting on 18th November 2004. He states "The approach adopted by the ACP since the beginning of 2004 in relation to the "Ontario study" gave me cause for concern. I had already, during previous meetings in 2004 and in direct communication with all members recorded my dissatisfaction with how this important issue was being dealt with by the ACP. There is a range of views on the conclusions of the Report and I do not agree with the statement issued by the ACP. I consider that there is much to commend in the Report, which alerts us to possible risks to health and in my view they have not been given adequate consideration." 

Mr. Stopes also states that "The regular repeated assertion that there is "no cause for additional regulatory action" is not convincing and is also dishonest. In the face of uncertainty, it would be better to provide more relevant advice on appropriate additional regulatory action in the UK, rather than continue to be in denial."

Mr. Stopes stated that he believed that there should be a retraction of the unbalanced ("robust") criticism of the Ontario study from the ACP Chairman that is currently on the ACP website.

Following the comments by Mr. Stopes, as well as the concerns of 3 other members, it was agreed at the ACP meeting on 13th January 2005 that an additional paragraph should be added to the ACP’s earlier original statement on the Ontario pesticides literature review. The additional paragraph included the statement that "The above comments on the Ontario review and its implications for risk assessment and regulation of pesticides in the UK in no way detract from the unanimous view of the ACP that unnecessary exposures to pesticides should always be avoided."

However, as Mr. Stopes’ membership of the Committee finished on 31st December 2004 he was not in attendance at the January meeting and was therefore not party to the discussion. On hearing of the agreed supplementary paragraph Mr. Stopes maintained the view that it would be wrong to deny the opportunity for minority views to be put forward and therefore continued to request that his Minority view be published on the ACP website.

Georgina Downs points out that this is not the first time that members of the ACP have disagreed over the safety of pesticides and the possible impacts they may be having on human health. In January last year she asked all ACP members if they agreed with the continued claims made by DEFRA that there is no risk to people in the countryside from crop-spraying and that pesticides are safe. 

In his response ACP member Dr. Charles Clutterbuck stated "Following recent investigations I am more convinced that there is no "evidence" of safety. As is often said, the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. I believe that the science is only predictive and not proof. Increasingly the decisions about "acceptable risk" are made by people further and further away from the exposure to that risk."

In his response to Ms. Downs, another ACP member, Dr. Vyvyan Howard stated "The Florida Supreme Court has recently ruled in the case of Castillo vs DuPont. As an expert witness in that case, which was a bystander event, I have to say that I am not convinced by the argument that pesticides are safe……There are a number of toxicological questions that, in my opinion, remain open with respect to bystander/neighbour risk from spraying. What is the effect of repeated exposure over a period of months or years?…..Another area where I remain to be convinced about the adequacy of the current approach is the interaction of components of a mixture of pesticides in a tank. As you know our research group has found some unexpected synergistic interactions between pesticides, which are usually only assumed to have additive effects……All these areas of uncertainty need to be further addressed, in my opinion." 

Georgina Downs’ campaign (www.pesticidescampaign.co.uk) highlights the serious fundamental flaws throughout the existing regulations and monitoring system for pesticides, particularly in relation to people living in agricultural areas. Ms. Downs states "There are inherent uncertainties and serious data gaps surrounding human exposure to pesticides and the link with acute and chronic disease and even members of the Government’s own Advisory Committee on Pesticides continue to disagree over the current regulatory approach regarding the safety of pesticides."

Ms. Downs has just published on her website a presentation outlining the failings of the Government’s pesticides policy in protecting public health entitled "Pesticide Exposures – UK and International Policy Failings." She currently has an application in the High Court to Judicially Review the decision by DEFRA Ministers’ regarding crop-spraying. In addition the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution are currently carrying out a study on the risks to people from crop-spraying and examining the scientific evidence on which DEFRA has based its decision on bystander exposure. Their report is due to be published in June 2005.

Ms Downs continues to receive reports of clusters of illnesses and diseases in rural communities not only in the UK, but from all over the world. The most common illnesses reported include various forms of cancer, including prostate cancer and breast cancer, Non-Hodgkins lymphoma, leukaemia, neurological problems including Parkinson’s disease, along with many other medical conditions. The Ontario pesticides literature review found consistent evidence linking many of these conditions with exposure to pesticides.

Ms. Downs states "Substantive evidence already exists to demonstrate a serious public health problem and therefore the significance of these consequences requires the adoption of a preventative approach. Exposure cannot be allowed to continue unabated and therefore the only responsible course of action for the Government to take is an immediate ban on crop-spraying near homes, schools, workplaces and any other places of human habitation. The only overall solution is through the widespread adoption of sustainable non-chemical and natural methods to protect not only public health, but also the wider environment for now and for future generations." 

Notes to Editors:

· The Ontario College of Family Physicians full pesticides literature review can be found at:- http://www.pesticidescampaign.co.uk/review.htm 

· The Minutes for the ACP meetings held on May 20th 2004, September 16th 2004, November 18th 2004 and January 13th 2005 can be found at:- http://www.pesticides.gov.uk/acp.asp?id=743 

· The assessment of the Ontario College of Family Physicians pesticides literature review by the ACP Chairman, Professor David Coggon can be found at:- http://www.pesticides.gov.uk/acp.asp?id=1389 

· The feedback from the 5 invited epidemiological experts who were current or recent members of other Government advisory committees can be found at: http://www.pesticides.gov.uk/acp.asp?id=1388 

· The main ACP statement in response to the Ontario pesticides literature review, including the additional supplementary paragraph added on March 3rd 2005, can be found at: http://www.pesticides.gov.uk/acp.asp?id=1387 

· The response by the Ontario College of Family Physicians to the ACP Chairman’s assessment and the ACP statement can be found at: http://www.pesticides.gov.uk/acp.asp?id=1462 

· Christopher Stopes is an organic food and farming and pesticide policy consultant and was a member of the Advisory Committee on Pesticides for 5 years, until 31st December 2004. His Minority Statement can be found at: http://www.pesticides.gov.uk/acp.asp?id=1550 Christopher Stopes is available for further quotes and/or interviews – contact details via Georgina Downs, see below 

· The presentation entitled "Pesticide Exposures - UK and International Policy Failings," given by Georgina Downs at the conference "Science, Medicine and the Law," on 1st February 2005 and the Green Party conference on 3rd March 2005 can be found at:- www.pesticidescampaign.co.uk 

· A piece written by Ms. Downs entitled "Pesticide Exposures for People in Agricultural Areas," appears in the current Spring 2005 edition of "Science in Parliament," the Journal of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee 

· On September 16th 2004 Ms. Downs put in an application to the High Court to Judicially Review Alun Michael’s decision not to introduce no-spray zones around agricultural land to protect rural residents from the use of pesticides by farmers 

· Further information on the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution (RCEP) study into the risks to people from crop-spraying can be found at: www.rcep.org.uk 

· Georgina Downs campaigns to highlight the effects of pesticide use in rural Britain and has lived next to regularly sprayed fields for 20 years. She was the first to identify serious fundamental flaws regarding the bystander risk assessment and for the last 4 years has presented a case to the Government for a change in the regulations and legislation governing agricultural spraying. She has also produced 2 videos "Pesticide Exposures for People in Agricultural Areas – Part 1 Pesticides in the Air; Part 2 The Hidden Costs" to illustrate chemical exposure and the effects on people living in rural areas. She has called for an immediate ban on crop-spraying and the use of pesticides near to people's homes, schools, workplaces and any other places of human habitation and for direct access for the public to all the necessary chemical information 

· Ms. Downs' campaign has been supported by Samuel Epstein, Professor Emeritus Environmental and Occupational Medicine, University of Illinois at Chicago School of Public Health and Chairman of the Cancer Prevention Coalition. He is the author of "Stop Cancer Before it Starts," and is known a leading international authority on cancer-causing effects of pesticides and other hazardous chemicals (see http://www.preventcancer.com/about/epstein.htm ); Michael Meacher MP, (Former DEFRA Minister for the Environment and one of the Minister’s Ms. Downs originally presented the case to); Norman Baker MP, the Liberal Democrat’s front bench environment spokesman; Caroline Lucas MEP and the Soil Association amongst others 

Contact: Georgina Downs 

Telephone: 01243 773846 – Mobile: 07906 898 915 – Email: georginadowns@yahoo.co.uk 

Campaign: "A Breath of Fresh Air?" – www.pesticidescampaign.co.uk
