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For immediate release

November 1, 2005

Coalition Stands with Doctors -

rural residents deserve equal protection from lawn pesticides

The Coalition for a Healthy Ottawa (CHO) stands with Ottawa's Medical Officers of Health in recommending a strong bylaw to curtail landscaping pesticide use in all of Ottawa, urban and rural.  The CHO is disturbed that late in the debate the legality of a rural exemption contributed to derailing this important health initiative.  

"None of the existing pesticide bylaws in Canada are directed at agriculture, and none were ever intended to affect farmers.  “The CHO has been clear all along that agriculture should be exempted," said CHO Chair Angela Rickman.  “Ottawa’s proposed health bylaw addresses only non-essential uses of chemical pesticides on turf and residential gardens, where their use is often much higher than in agriculture.”

Rural residents may be even more at risk than urban residents, since they drink the groundwater.  Farmland has deep soils, but many subdivisions are on rocky areas (poor farmland) of groundwater recharge, with thin soil where the aquifer is poorly protected. 

“Farmers are already minimising pesticide use – chemicals are a significant expense for a farming operation, and farmers are careful not to see their investment blown away or washed down the ditch,” said Meg Sears, CHO Science Advisor. 

Commercial chemical lawn maintenance, on the other hand, is a relatively cheap quick fix, pesticides are used many times more intensively than on agricultural land, and high-volume lawn care applicators often spray in adverse weather. Education effectively helped farmers reduce their pesticide use, since it is an important business decision.  However, without the motivation of a bylaw homeowners are unlikely to change behaviour.

“Antibiotic over-use leads to super-germs, which are resistant to available treatments and drive up costs for farmers and health care,” said Dr. Sears.  “Frivolous pesticide use leads to super-pests.  Most farmers support measures to avoid antibiotic over-use, and it makes sense that they would want to make certain that chemicals for turf won't contribute to pesticide resistance.”

Some groups have claimed their property rights allow use of landscaping pesticides.  However, pesticides don't stay put.  Chemicals from lawns are in the rivers, and in the house-dust in Ottawa, and travel afar.  The Canadian Constitution does not entrench property rights, but does entrench human rights.  What is more fundamental than the right to health? 

The CHO urges those people with no greater horticultural worries than a brown patch on the lawn to support their local farmers, who stake a year's income on the vagaries of nature and their hard labour, to put the best food in the world on our plates.

"It is important to pass a bylaw soon, to better protect all of our health and to allow chemical lawn companies time to adapt for 2006.  The proposed bylaw would not take effect until next March, so should amendments arise from the Rural Summit, they can still be addressed,” said Rickman. “Rural people are not second class citizens – they deserve the same degree of protection as urban residents, and we all deserve that now.”

People who are concerned, who care about their health, should tell their councillors before the bylaw is reconsidered by Ottawa City Council on November 9th.  
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