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It is late June as we prepare this issue,
a time of year when we leave the of-

fice to attend school plays. This year
the daughter of a staff member has a
nonspeaking but indispensable role as a
magic apple tree, and we are anxious to
see how it goes. We join a group of par-
ents repairing wands (and replacing
leaves), and the conversation turns to
pesticides, for June is also a time for
gardening. The word on our minds, if
not so readily on our lips, is chlorpyri-
fos, an insecticide much in the news
lately as a result of a revised risk assess-
ment issued by the US Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA).1

Chlorpyrifos, an organophosphate, is
related to the nerve gases used during
World War II. Found in many home,
garden and agricultural pesticides (over
200 products containing chlorpyrifos
are available in Canada) the organo-
phosphates share a common neurotoxic-
ity: they are cholinesterase inhibitors.
Concern about the risks to children of
these and other pesticides arises for 2
reasons. First, children are drawn to
lawns and apple trees less by their flaw-
less perfection than by how good it feels
to roll on them or swing from their
branches and are thus exposed to higher
concentrations of chemicals. Secondly,
their developing nervous systems are
particularly susceptible to neurotoxic ef-
fects, with the worrying potential out-
come of neurologic damage and devel-
opmental impairment. 

The US EPA increased the safety
threshold for chlorpyrifos 10-fold when
new studies showed that the fetuses of
rats given the chemical were brain dam-
aged. US manufacturers have agreed to
a voluntary phase-out of chlorpyrifos in
consumer products and will evaluate
the feasibility of reducing the concen-
tration of the chemical in agricultural
products. 

As of June 12, Canadian manufactur-
ers had not yet agreed to a parallel move.
Health Canada, through its Pest Man-

agement Regulatory Agency (PMRA),
stated that chlorpyrifos is “one of the
organophosphate pesticides under re-
evaluation.”2 We are in a familiar posi-
tion, lagging behind consumer protec-
tion measures implemented in the US.
Abundant and detailed information on
chlorpyrifos and other pesticides is avail-
able on the EPA Web site (www.epa
.gov). The lack of a comparable Can-
adian source has led the House of Com-
mons environment committee to make
strong recommendations for public ac-
cess to PMRA files relating to pesticides,
including manufacturers’ data, statistics
on sales and use, reports of poisonings
and adverse effects, and PMRA decisions
on pesticide use or sale.3,4

But any decision made by Health
Canada will soon be irrelevant. Al-
though Canadian farmers can obtain
and use chlorpyrifos, treated crops will
no longer be acceptable in the US mar-
ket, and so farmers will discontinue its
use. Nor will parents stand about wait-
ing for official decisions, governmental
or otherwise. The school that our apple
tree attends has no pesticide on its lawn,
not as a result of school board policy
(there is none) but because of pressure
from parents. Given a choice between a
dandelion lawn and the risks of pesti-
cide exposure, parents know what
they’d rather have their children live
with. — CMAJ

References
1. Overview of chlorpyrifos revised risk assessment.

Environmental Protection Agency, US. Available:
www.epa.gov/pesticides/op/chlorpyrifos.htm
(accessed 20 June 2000).

2. Pest Management Regulatory Agency. Update
on the re-evaluation of chlorpyrifos in Canada.
Re-evaluation note # REV2000-01. Pest Man-
agement Regulatory Agency. Health Canada. 8
June 2000. Available: www.hc-sc.gc.ca/pmra
-arla/english/pdf/REV2000-01e.pdf (accessed 20
June 2000).

3. Jacobs D. New pest control legislation urged.
Ottawa Citizen 2000 June 10;Sect A:4.

4. Standing Committee on Environment and Sus-
tainable Development. Pesticides: making the right
choice for the protection of health and the environ-
ment. Available: www.parl.gc.ca/InfocomDoc/36
/2/ENVI/Studies/Reports/envi01-e.html (ac-
cessed 28 June 2000).

CMAJ • JULY 25, 2000; 163 (2) 149

© 2000  Canadian Medical Association or its licensors

Pesticides, policies and parents 

EDITORIAL • RÉDACTION

Editor • Rédacteur
John Hoey (hoeyj@cma.ca)

Deputy Editor • Rédactrice adjointe
Anne Marie Todkill (todkia@cma.ca)

Associate Editors • Rédacteurs associés
Tom Elmslie; Ken Flegel;
K.S. Joseph; Anita Palepu;

Peter Singer;
James Hanley (Biostatistics • Biostatistique)

Editorial Fellow • Boursière en rédaction médicale
Alison Sinclair (sincla@cma.ca)

Managing Editor • Rédactrice administrative
Jennifer Douglas (douglj@cma.ca)

News and Features Editor
Rédacteur, informations générales

Patrick Sullivan (sullip@cma.ca)

Editors • Rédacteurs
Patricia Lightfoot (lightp@cma.ca)
Glenda Proctor (proctg@cma.ca)
Kate Schissler (schisk@cma.ca) 

Barbara Sibbald (sibbab@cma.ca)
Steven Wharry (wharrs@cma.ca)

Assistant Editor • Rédactrice adjointe
Jennifer Raiche (raichj@cma.ca)

Editorial Administrator • Administratrice de rédaction
Carole Corkery (corkec@cma.ca) 

Editorial Assistants • Assistantes à la rédaction
Erin Archibald (archie@cma.ca)
Wilma Fatica (faticw@cma.ca)
Joyce Quintal (quintj@cma.ca)

Translation Coordinator
Coordonnatrice de la traduction

Marie Saumure

Contributing Editors • Rédactrices invitées
Gloria Baker; C.J. Brown; Charlotte Gray; 

Peggy Robinson

Editorial Board • Conseil de rédaction
Nicholas R. Anthonisen (Winnipeg)

Paul W. Armstrong (Edmonton)
Neil R. Cashman (Toronto)
Hugues Cormier (Montréal)

Raisa B. Deber (Toronto)
C.J. de Gara (Edmonton)

David H. Feeny (Edmonton)
Antoine M. Hakim (Ottawa)
Judith G. Hall (Vancouver)
Carol P. Herbert (London)

Neill Iscoe (Toronto)
Jerome P. Kassirer (Boston)

Harriet L. MacMillan (Hamilton)
Allison J. McGeer (Toronto)
Olli S. Miettinen (Montréal)
C. David Naylor (Toronto)
Susan Phillips (Kingston)
Louise Pilote (Montréal)

Martin T. Schechter (Vancouver)
Martin F. Shapiro (Los Angeles)

Richard Smith (British Medical Journal, 
London, England)

C. Peter Warren (Winnipeg)

All editorial matter in CMAJ represents the opinions
of the authors and not necessarily those of the Can-
adian Medical Association (CMA). The CMA assumes
no responsibility or liability for damages arising from
any error or omission or from the use of any informa-
tion or advice contained in CMAJ including editori-
als, studies, reports, letters and advertisements.

Tous les articles à caractère éditorial dans le JAMC
représentent les opinions de leurs auteurs et n’engagent
pas l’Association médicale canadienne (AMC). L’AMC
décline toute responsabilité civile ou autre quant à
toute erreur ou omission ou à l’usage de tout conseil
ou information figurant dans le JAMC et les éditoriaux,
études, rapports, lettres et publicités y paraissant.

Table of Contents
Return to July 25,  2000

http://www.cma.ca/cmaj/vol-163/issue-2/issue-2.htm

