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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
Pesticides have a long history of detrimental, unintended consequences to human health, wildlife 
and the environment. Pesticide use often kills natural predators and makes us more dependent on 
pesticides. Pesticides are marketed widely before chronic health effects are properly assessed. It 
often takes decades before regulators recognize health and environmental damage. Testing and 
regulation of pesticides are woefully inadequate and slow. There is ample documentation in the 
scientific literature that shows that pesticides can be harmful even at low levels, especially for 
sensitive populations such as children. Surveillance, monitoring and research on low-level 
exposures are needed. Significant data are being excluded in the current approaches to controlling 
mosquito borne diseases and control for nuisance reasons. Pesticide risk assessments are based on 
only a tiny part of the picture, and exclude consideration of critical data-gaps. The threat of 
mosquito-borne disease is often exaggerated. The public is often misled about the safety of 
pesticides.  
 
RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
A serious and thoughtful Integrated Pest Management program (IPM) should be implemented for 
mosquito control. A true IPM program emphasizes that least-toxic alternatives be used at every 
opportunity. IPM makes special emphasis on a prevention component that includes an expanded 
public education campaign promoting awareness and community participation. This is especially 
important because many people breed mosquitoes unknowingly on their own properties. IPM also 
includes enhancement and preservation of natural predators such as dragonflies and fish. Instead 
of toxic pesticides, greater reliance on use of larvicides such as BTI (Bacillus Thurengiensis 
Israelensis) in temporary bodies of standing water is advisable. BTI and other larvicides are not 
recommended for ponds and lakes where there are predators such as fish and dragonflies. The 
spraying of pesticides should be done only in very limited and specific situations as a last resort, 
when stationary sentinel animals are found infected with arthropod-borne diseases. In these cases 
only a very limited amount of spraying should occur in the immediate area around the outbreak. 
In those instances, only least toxic pesticides that have the least impact on humans, wildlife and 
the environment should be used. The public should be told of the potential risks of pesticides, and 
notified when spraying is to occur.  
****************************************************************************** 
 



Nearly 100 pesticides have already been banned or severely restricted by the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) because of serious health and environmental damage. (1) Many 
dangerous pesticides are still on the market. The pesticide chosen for local aerial spraying for 
mosquito control of West Nile Virus (WNV) is on a list of highly toxic pesticides currently being 
re-evaluated by the EPA. This process will take a long time. Considering that the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimated that only one-in-a-million mosquitoes carries 
WNV, and that all mosquito borne-illnesses are extremely rare in this country-it would be wise to 
severely restrict the use of toxic pesticides. 
 
This past summer, North Florida experienced an onslaught of heavy rains and a migration of 
birds infected with West Nile Virus (WNV). Then came a Medical Alert from the State of Florida 
Health Department and news from the Department of Agriculture and Mosquito Control that they 
would be spraying pesticides by plane and by truck. It was difficult not to see the irony --that 
pesticides would be sprayed over hundreds of square miles -- in the name of public health. 
 
Citizens aware of chronic health problems caused by pesticides tried to understand why most 
residents are content with the spraying. The answers now seem obvious. The 
chemical/pharmaceutical industry spends billions of dollars on advertising promoting the notion 
that its products are "safe," and the public is rarely exposed to the concept that pesticides can 
cause a wide array of environmental and health problems.  
 
Scientific data indicate clear links between many pesticides and chronic illness, immune 
dysfunction, (1a) (2) developmental, learning and behavioral disabilities, and birth defects and 
brain damage. (3) (4) Uninformed of these negatives, and exposed to exaggeration about the 
threat of WNV, (5) (6) the public actually asks to be sprayed. 
 
Most people believe that pesticides have been properly tested for human health impacts. Actually, 
nothing could be further from the truth. Pesticides are not tested and regulated like drugs, and it is 
the chemical/pharmaceutical pesticide manufacturers that test pesticides and conduct their risk 
assessments - not the Environmental Protection Agency. (6b) 
 
For the more than 600 older pesticides currently on the market, only very limited information was 
required prior to their registration. Testing requirements were inadequate and focused mainly on 
acute effects such as how much of the pesticide it takes to kill a rat. Most importantly, almost no 
testing was done for chronic health effects such as neurological damage. Despite critical data-
gaps, pesticide companies went forward and conducted risk assessments based on inadequate 
information -- and the pesticides were widely distributed.  
 
The new federal pesticide regulations require pesticides to be more thoroughly tested prior to 
marketing. The older ones will be required to undergo re-registration and new testing, but of 
these 600 plus older pesticides, only six have completed this new process. Despite these 
problems, the public is often given false assurances of safety (7) 
 
 
Once on the market, it often takes decades for unintended consequence incidents to be identified 
and evaluated, and for scientific data to be made public. For decades the EPA and Congress have 
received reports that neurotoxins such as pesticides can cause brain and central nervous system 



damage. (8) Children are of special concern because organophosphates (OPs), the most widely 
used class of pesticides, have been shown to damage the developing brain. (9) EPA says concerns 
raised by this information are "supported by other literature." (10) Despite this knowledge, it was 
1999 before the EPA began requiring scientific studies relating to pesticide effects on the brain. 
The concern over this class of OP pesticides has been mounting and as early as 1998 the EPA's 
Office of Pesticide Programs warned industry leaders "to start thinking about alternative 
registrations" to OPs. Soon afterwards Novartis announced it would "terminate production of 
OPs." (11) Other companies like those that manufacture the OP pesticides Dursban and Diazinon, 
quietly agreed to severely restrict or phase out these products so they will not have to produce 
newly required brain studies. (12) (13) But not all companies did this. 
 
The EPA's regulatory machinery moves very slowly and the chemical/pharmaceutical industry 
that produces pesticides, is very powerful. Despite mounting evidence of their harmful effects, it 
took the EPA decades to finally achieve restriction of Dursban and Diazinon under the Food 
Quality Protection Act. The Act seeks to prevent damage to children's health from pesticide 
exposure. Dursban and Diazinon are from the same class of pesticides as Dibrom --the pesticide 
sprayed by plane in North Florida for mosquito control.  
 
Dibrom, also known as Naled, it is also under EPA scrutiny. There is no way for the public to 
know when its re-assessment will be completed. EPA just disclosed the delay of its interim report 
and says that only the study protocol for the required brain study has been submitted so far. (14) 
According the federal agency watchdog, the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO), the public 
may have to wait a long time because action on pesticide products is often delayed for decades. 
(15)  
 
There is much that the scientific community does not know about the long term health effects of 
the synthetic chemicals that are being found in the public's blood --a body-burden that we all 
share, (16) (17) but there is ample, scientifically valid data that shows that pesticides can be 
damaging to human health and the environment. This makes it especially troubling to repeatedly 
hear the word "safe" when they are described. Federal law prohibits manufacturers and 
distributors from directly or even indirectly suggesting that pesticides are "safe."(18) (19) Claims 
may not differ from those found on the product label. Nowhere on the Dibrom label does it say it 
is safe, even if used according to its instructions. (19a) 
 
Florida health and mosquito control officials could benefit from the experience of New York 
where health officials have been dealing with WNV for three years. There officials initially 
sprayed OP pesticides after the outbreak, but by the end of the mosquito season there came a 
surprise twist: The New York Department of Health declared that more people got sick from 
pesticide exposure from mosquito control than from the WNV. (20) 
 
By the end of the second year the WNV rhetoric had cooled down all along the eastern seaboard. 
Dennis McBride, director of the North Carolina Health Department dared to call WNV "a mild 
disease". (21) The Maine Environmental Policy Institute came out with a report entitled 
"OVERKILL" that criticized the use of pesticides for combating WNV, followed by appended 
versions of this same document from both Connecticut and Massachusetts. (22) It was time for 
some balance and perspective. Some people had begun to notice that in 1999, the first and worst 
year of New York's WNV epidemic, that only 7 people died from WNV while 2,474 people died 



from the flu. (23) 
 
New York officials dramatically changed course by stopping the use of OP pesticides. They also 
decided to greatly expand the use of bacterial larvicides like BTI (Bacillus Thurengiensis 
Israelensis) that has a much higher safety threshold for humans and wildlife. The N.Y. 
Department of Health also greatly increased public education on how individuals can take 
personal responsibility for control and avoidance of mosquitoes by use of repellents, proper 
clothing and by eliminating breeding sites around properties. As a last resort, officials will only 
spray Pyrethroid pesticides in a limited area immediately around WNV outbreaks. (24) 
 
By spraying we may not see as many mosquitoes, but there is a price to pay both in terms of 
human health and the loss of countless other creatures. Florida does not have an effective 
pesticide illness or pesticide death-monitoring program for humans or other non-target species. 
Data being collected are primarily limited to acute exposures of migrant farm workers, and 
evident pesticide suicides. No attention is given to low-level exposure effects. If no one is 
looking for negative effects, how can we make wise decisions in the future? Florida does not 
have anyone like New York state wildlife pathologist Dr. Ward Stone. When he tested dead birds 
that were turned into his lab, he found that far more of them had died from pesticide poisoning 
than from WNV. (25) 
 
And humans may become more at risk for WNV when exposed to pesticides. Many studies have 
shown that pesticides compromise the immune system. (26) (27) Given that we need an intact 
immune system to combat all illnesses including WNV, the logic to use pesticides seems 
somehow perverse. New York Health Department data show that most of the people who died of 
WNV had pre-existing weak immune systems because they had diseases such as AIDS and 
cancer. (28) Random blood samplings in New York showed that most healthy persons who tested 
positive for WNV antibodies were surprised because they either had mild symptoms or no 
symptoms at all. (29)  
 
Research shows that WNV does not become life threatening until it crosses the brain's protective 
shield. The spraying of pesticides may actually increase the probability that WNV develops into a 
life-threatening disease because pesticides and other toxic chemicals can breech the blood-brain 
barrier and may leave us more susceptible to viruses. (30) (31) 
 
Humans sometimes forget that we are a part of the ecology and dependent on it in countless 
ways. Scientists claim that if we leave nature alone, it will take care of 95% of the mosquitoes for 
us. (32) Each time we spray toxic chemicals the balance of nature gets disrupted and many non-
target organisms are sickened and killed, including one of our best allies - the  
dragonfly. But when we kill dragonflies with pesticides their populations are slow to recover. A 
dragonfly takes from 1 to 3 years to pupate. It only takes from 3 days to 3 weeks for mosquitoes 
to reach the adult state. Even the dragonfly nymphs eat mosquito larvae and here in dragonfly 
country, one hundred dragonflies can eat 1.5 million mosquitoes a month! 
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