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You’re probably eating
and drinking

pesticides every day.

Food should be tasty and nutritious.

Poisons don’t fit well with this image,

 but their presence in food is pervasive.

■

The U.S. Department of Agriculture

looked at pesticide residues on twelve

commonly-eaten produce items. They

found that almost three-quarters of the

samples tested were contaminated with

pesticides, even after washing and

 peeling the produce.

■

The U.S. Environmental Protection

Agency (EPA) estimates that 15 million

Americans drink water contaminated

 with pesticides.

Most pesticides are
poisons–toxic

chemicals that are
designed to kill.

Pesticides are widely used in food

production to kill or otherwise control

unwanted diseases, insects, weeds, or

 other pests.

■

U.S. agriculture uses over 800 million

pounds of pesticides annually, almost

four pounds for every American. Per

acre of land harvested, pesticide use is

 at its highest level in history.

■

Despite these huge quantities, pesticide

use is virtually a secret. You don’t know

which pesticides have been used on

 your food.

They’re unnecessary!
We don’t need these

poisons.

An increasing number of farmers are

economically and efficiently growing

food without poisons. Organic

 agriculture is booming.

■

It’s easy to put your money where your

mouth is! Support a transition to a

less chemically-reliant agricultural system

with your food dollars. Buy organically-

grown, locally-produced food whenever

possible. Encourage your grocery store

to sell more organically grown produce.

Shop at farmers markets or become a

member of a community-supported-

agriculture farm.

■

POISONS DON’T

BELONG IN

NUTRITIOUS FOOD

■

USE YOUR FOOD

DOLLARS TO SUPPORT

AGRICULTURE

THAT IS NOT

DEPENDENT ON

PESTICIDES

Pesticides
and Your

Food



NORTHWEST COALITION FOR ALTERNATIVES TO PESTICIDES/NCAP
P. O.  B O X  1 3 9 3,  E U G E N E,  O R E G O N  9 7 4 4 0  /  ( 5 4 1) 3 4 4 - 5 0 4 4

JOURNAL OF PESTICIDE REFORM/  WINTER 1995 • VOL.15, NO. 4

PESTICIDES ON YOUR

FOOD CAN HURT YOU

There can be no question that hazardous

pesticides are used on our food. Of the

25 most commonly-used agricultural

pesticides, 5 are toxic to the nervous

system, and 18 can damage skin, eyes,

and lungs.  Long-term health problems

are also a concern. About half of these

commonly-used pesticides have been

classified as cancer-causing chemicals by

EPA. Seventeen of these 25 pesticides

cause genetic damage in laboratory tests,

and 10 of them cause reproductive

problems. Six of them have been shown

to disrupt the normal function of

 hormone systems.

■

In 1993, the National Research Council

looked at the hazards to infants and

children posed by pesticides in 11 fruits,

vegetables, and juices frequently eaten

by children. The researchers used an

innovative statistical technique that

enabled them to calculate individual

rather than average exposures. The study

found that every day an estimated 1,300

American two-year-olds are consuming

organophosphate insecticides in

amounts that are over ten times the

level that EPA believes is acceptable.

Most of these pesticide poisonings will

not be diagnosed because the symptoms

 are similar to that of a mild cold or flu.

■

Pesticide contamination of food

makes headlines only occasionally.

Many of us remember, for example,

when thousands of people were

acutely poisoned by aldicarb-

contaminated watermelons in 1985.

Long-term health problems, and

frequent low-intensity poisoning of

 children are no less important.

REGULATION OF

PESTICIDES

 DOESN’T PROTECT US

Our national pesticide law is not

designed to protect public health.

Instead, the law requires that economic

benefits to pesticide users be weighed

against health or environmental hazards.

■

There are other problems with

regulation of pesticide use. Many of the

pesticides we use today were registered

using outdated health and safety tests.

While the law requires that they be

brought up to current standards, EPA

has only re-evaluated a quarter of these

chemicals. Even when the evaluation is

complete, hazardous chemicals remain

in use. For example, four of the

chemicals re-evaluated by EPA in

 1995 cause cancer in laboratory tests.

■

Many pesticide ingredients are called

trade secrets by pesticide manufacturers.

These ingredients, the so-called “inerts,”

are not subject to most health and safety

 testing requirements.

■

We need new laws guaranteeing that

all hazardous pesticides will be removed

 from our food production system.

LABORATORY TESTS USE

HIGH DOSES, BUT THEY’RE

ALL WE’VE GOT

When scientists use laboratory animals

to study the health effects of a particular

pesticide, they typically use high doses.

This is because they use only a small

number of animals and must document

 rare health problems.

■

These test procedures are designed to

save pesticide manufacturers money.

Since they are the best data we have,

and often the only data we have, it’s

 important to take them seriously.
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  FARMWORKERS AND

FARMERS PAY A HIGH

PRICE

The people who grow our food are

probably the people whose health is

most affected by the pesticides used in

agriculture. They work directly with

 all of these poisons

■

The numbers are staggering. EPA

estimates that about 300,000

farmworker injuries and illnesses are

caused by pesticides each year in the

United States. Worldwide, the number

is in the millions.

■

Long-term health problems are also

important. The National Cancer

Institute has found that farmers have

higher than average risks for several types

of cancer, including leukemia,

lymphoma, brain cancer, and stomach

cancer. Recent estimates in California

show that farmworkers’ exposure

exceeded EPA guidelines for all eight

cancer-causing pesticides studied, and for

most of the seventeen pesticides studied

 that cause reproductive problems.

PESTICIDES HURT

EVERYONE AND EVERY

SPECIES

The pesticides used to grow our food

cause unexpected problems for our

entire ecosystem. A few examples follow.

■

 Strawberry production is destroying the

stratospheric ozone layer. The soil

fumigant methyl bromide, widely used

by strawberry growers, more efficiently

destroys the ozone layer than the

 notorious CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons).

■

Minute amounts of a sulfonylurea

herbicide used to kill unwanted weeds

in wheat fields reduce fruit production

in other species. The herbicide drifts

readily after application. This means

small amounts can travel widely, and

reduce fruit production on another farm

or in natural vegetation that serves as

 food for wildlife.

■

Atrazine, an herbicide used in corn

production, causes breast cancer in

laboratory animals. It is also a

ubiquitous  contaminant of streams and

rivers. It has been found in virtually

every water sample tested from the Corn

Belt, as well as 90 percent of samples

 from a Pacific Northwest river basin.

THERE IS A BETTER WAY

TO GROW FOOD

Across the country and around the globe

farmers are finding that sustainable

production practices allow them to be

successful farmers and good stewards of

their land. These farmers are using

innovative practices that prevent pest

 problems and reduce their pesticide use.

■

Sales of organically grown food have

skyrocketed and now total over $2

 billion per year in the U.S.

■

Nonchemical techniques are commonly

used, even among conventional farmers.

For example, a recent U.S. Department

of Agriculture survey found that almost

20 percent of fruit and nut growers use

beneficial insects to help manage insect

pests and 85 percent of vegetable farmers

use some alternatives to herbicides for

 managing weed problems.

■

With your encouragement,  more

farmers will use more of these sustainable

techniques. Our agricultural system will

 then reduce its reliance on pesticides.
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SOURCES OF INFORMATION

FOUR SIMPLE STEPS YOU CAN TAKE

TO GET PESTICIDES

OUT OF OUR FOOD

■■ 1. Buy organically-grown, locally-

produced food whenever

possible. Spend your food

dollars at a farmers market or

a community-supported-

agriculture farm.

■■ 2. Write to your grocery store, or

talk to an employee. Ask them

to carry more organic produce.

■■ 3. Write to your senators and

representative. Ask them to

support federal laws that keep

hazardous pesticides out of our

food. Also ask them to support

the development and promotion

of alternative pest management

techniques for farmers.

■■ 4. Join NCAP. We’ll keep you

updated on pesticide and food

safety issues.

NCAP

Northwest Coalition for
Alternatives to Pesticides
P.O. Box 1393
Eugene, OR 97440
(541) 344-5044


