“Pesticide Exposures for People in Agricultural Areas.”

Georgina Downs – UK Pesticides Campaigner.

In the early 1980s, my parents purchased a piece of land in the countryside on which they designed and built their 'dream home'. They believed this would be a healthy environment to bring up their family and certainly could never have predicted the nightmare it would become.

About a year after we moved in, a local farmer switched use of the surrounding fields to intensive agriculture. We were never warned about the dangers of the chemicals being used and in fact from the age of 11, I would regularly be in the garden when crop-spraying was taking place, with the tractor passing only a few feet away from me. 

Throughout the years, I suffered from many debilitating and recurrent illnesses. 

By 1991 my health had deteriorated to such a degree that I ended up in hospital with severe muscle wastage, muscle weakness and other chronic symptoms. It was only then that I started to look at what was in our surrounding environment. 

I was astonished to discover that the tractor was actually spraying "cocktails" of hazardous chemicals into the air where we live and breathe and even more astonished to find out that a farmer is legally permitted to do so under existing government policy. 

Following extensive investigations and research into the history of crop-spraying, I started presenting a case to the Government in 2001 regarding pesticide exposures for people in agricultural areas and the inadequacy and serious fundamental flaws throughout the existing regulations and monitoring system for pesticides. 
The current method of assessing the dangers and risks to public health from agricultural spraying, is based on the predictive model of a 'bystander' which assumes that there will only be occasional short-term exposure from the spray cloud at the time of the application only. It also assumes exposure will only be to one individual pesticide at any time. 

This model is clearly inadequate to address the real-life long-term exposure of a resident living in an agricultural area, repeatedly and frequently exposed to mixtures of pesticides and other hazardous chemicals, throughout every year and in many cases for decades. 

The current system does not address long-term exposure to pesticides in the air, chemical fumes, volatilisation, transportation or wider dispersion after application and yet once dispersed, pesticide particles and droplets cannot be controlled, they are airborne contaminants and can travel considerable distances. Studies have shown pesticides located miles away from where they were originally applied.

Therefore even though crop-spraying has been a predominant feature of agriculture for over 50 years, there has never been an appropriate or realistic assessment of the risks to health for people who actually live in agricultural areas and yet pesticides are not supposed to be approved for use until risk assessments have been undertaken to provide evidence that there will not be a health risk. 

I have been contacted by people from all over the country reporting acute and chronic long-term illnesses and diseases in rural communities. I also receive reports from people all over the world, as this is an international problem and is not just confined to the UK and the EU.

The most common illnesses reported include various cancers, leukaemia, non-Hodgkins lymphoma and neurological problems, along with many other medical conditions. Reports of this nature have gone on for decades and yet in relation to the UK there does not appear to have been any monitoring for chronic effects and acute effects are commonly dismissed by Government agencies/advisors as being unrelated to pesticide exposure.

On April 23rd 2004, a comprehensive pesticide literature review by the Ontario College of Family Physicians 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 found that children are particularly vulnerable to the effects of pesticide exposure.

The authors concluded that the literature does not support the concept that some pesticides are safer than others and recommended that people avoid exposure to all pesticides whenever and wherever possible.

On June 16th 2004 Alun Michael, DEFRA Minister for Rural Affairs, announced that he had requested a special study to be undertaken by the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution to assess the risk to people from crop-spraying. This study is due to be published in June 2005.

The principal aim of pesticide regulation is supposed to be the protection of public health, therefore this has to be the overriding priority and must take absolute precedence over any financial, economic or other considerations.

Residents and others in the countryside deserve to be protected from avoidable and unnecessary exposures and risks to their health. 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.

The only responsible course of action for the EU and 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 and direct access for the public to all the necessary chemical information. The 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.
Georgina Downs – UK Pesticides Campaigner.

For further information please see www.pesticidescampaign.co.uk 

