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It ’s rarely wise to throw caution to
t h e win d. But  t h e  p recaut ion ary
principle? As it  is currently promoted
by some environmental organizations
and practiced by some countr ies, it
deserves to be blown away.

The problems of th e principle
received a thorough  airing from  its
critics at a forum sponsored  by the
Marshall Institute, a Washington-based
think tank focusing on science policy.
The forum at the National Press Club,
“Uses an d Misuses of Scien ce in
Regulat ing Ch emicals: Un intended
Con sequences for th e  Developing
World,” reviewed application of the
p recaut ionary p r in ciple  to n ew
biotechnology products, old restrictions
on DDT, and new restrictions on an old
tried-and-true herbicide, paraquat.

Henry Miller  of t h e  Hoover
Institution, founder of the Food and
Drug Adm inist r ation’s Office  of
Biotechn ology, n oted  t h at
environmental organizations don’t  seek
just “prudent, safe use” of such old
ch em icals as paraquat  or  n ew
biot ech nology products “but th eir
complete elimination.”

“A large number of people in poor
nations have food allergies,” he pointed
out, including to such common foods
as milk, wheat, and nuts. “Biotechnology
can remove the allergens...so people in
developing countries can enjoy some of
these foods.”

But environmental groups, such as
Greenpeace, are using the precautionary
principle to oppose development of
those products and others that would
improve agricultural productivity —
not, Miller argues, because they are
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dangerous but because of a social vision
that is “anti-business, anti-technology,
and anti-American.”

Roger Bate of the health advocacy
organization Africa Fighting Malaria
an d a fr equen t  con t r ib utor  to
TechCentralStation.com pointed out
t h at  t he  restr ic t ion s p laced b y
develo ped n ations on t he p est icide
DDT are especially dangerous to the
health of people in poor countries.

The European Union’s targeting of
t welve ch em icals for  e lim inat ion,
in cludin g DDT, b ased on  t h e
precautionary principle, ignores “the
risk profiles of nations at different stages
of development,” Bates said. Poorer
nations, in short, simply can’t  afford
some of the more elaborate bureaucratic
controls that rich nations place on the
use of many pesticides, he argued.

DDT, he said, is vital to combating
malaria, dengue fever, and locusts —
scourges th at still kill h undreds of
thousands in developing countries. The
controls put on DDT by the developed
world, which can delay impo rts for
nearly six months, are leading to black
markets and the development of less-
safe imitation chemicals, he said.

Th e p recaut ion ary p rinciple ’s
p rescr ipt ion s, said Bates, “have
hampered trade, are hurting economic
growth, and are damaging health.”

Some of the most serious questions
about environmental groups’ motives in
using the precautionary principle came
from t he present ation by Prasann a
Srinivasan of Business Environment
Assessments, wh o is an exper t on
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The Case of DDT
Acreage in t r ansgen ic  cro ps

continued to grow in 2003 for the
seventh consecutive year at a double-
digit  rate of 15%, compared with 12%
in 2002, according to a recent report,
“Global Statu s of Co mmercialized
Transgenic Crops: 2003” published by
t h e Intern at ion al Service  for  t he
Acq uisit io n  of Agr i-Biot ech
Applications (ISAAA).

The estimated total acreage was
67.7 m illion  h ectares (167 million
acres), which includes an estimated 3
million h ect ares of tran sgenic  soy-
beans in Brazil, officially approved for
planting for the first  t ime in 2003.

The number of farmers planting
transgenic crops rose  to 7 million in
18 coun tr ies from  6 m illion in 16
countries in 2002. The 15% growth
rate  am oun t s t o 9 m illio n m o re
hectares (22 million acres) of farmland
planted in transgenic crops.

Sin ce 1996, farm  acreage in
transgenic crops around the world has
increased 40 fold from  1.7 million
hectares. An in creasing proportion of
the land planted in transgenic crops is
in  develo p in g co un t r ies. In  its
executive summary, ISAAA notes that
t h e  growt h  in  acreage b et ween
developed and developing countries
was about the same—4.6 million and
4.4. million hectares, respectively.

Regionally, acreage in transgenic
crop s grew 11% in  th e  in dust r ial
countries of the North and more th an
twice th at, 28%, in the  develo ping
countries of the South.

Six countries, compared with four
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Paraquat Principle...
developing countries’ economies.

Srinivasan released a n ew study,
sponsored by thirty organizations from
thirteen countries, called Paraquat: A
Unique Contributor to Agriculture and
Sustainable Development. Paraquat is
the most widely used herbicide in the
developing world and has come under
increasin g at tack by environ ment al
groups, who claim it  is dangerously toxic
to humans.

This fall, when a European Union
scientific committee found paraquat
safe for use in the EU, Goran Eklof of
t h e Swedish  Society for  Nat ure
Conservation countered: “In addition to
health hazards, regulators are concerned
that the chem ical is p ersistent an d
accumulates in soil. Studies indicate that
p araquat  h as adver se  effect s on
mammals, birds, fish, and amphibians.
In Sweden we believe that, for  the
environment and for health, the only
safe use is no use.”

Srinivasan found most such claims
to be simply false. On claims of dangers
of per sistence in soil, for  example,
Srinivasan found that paraquat is, in
essence, “environmentally benign.” It
binds to clay soils and doesn’t  affect soil
life or leech into groundwater. It then
degrades and “doesn’t  create any toxic
effects in the breakd own,” he said.
Further, because it doesn’t  destroy roots,
it  p reven ts soil erosion , which is
especially important in tropical regions,
Srinivasan argued.

As to h um an  healt h  effects,
p araquat  drop let s ar e  such th at
inhalation poses lit t le health threat,
although it  can in certain circumstances
lead to bloody noses, Srinivasan found.
It doesn’t  absorb through the skin and
can  be washed off, he  noted, an d
Syngenta, the major maker of paraquat
herbicides, has added a foul smell, dye,
and an emetic to help prevent an d
protect against any accidental ingestion
of the herbicide.

“The big p roblem is if th ere  is

delib erate  con sum p tion  for  t he
purposes of suicide,” Srinivasan found.
Pesticides are a popular tool in suicides,
he not ed, and  as o ne of the  m ore
common pesticides, paraquat is among
those most used.

Accordin g to t h e  Food an d
Agricultural Organization and World
Health Organization, paraquat “may be
absorbed through the gastrointestinal
tract. Paraquat is not absorbed to any
great extent by intact skin and there is
no evidence of significant absorption
from spray mist...Repeated daily six-
hour  exposure of rat s to paraquat
aerosols over  a th ree-week per io d
produced signs of lung irritation but no
deaths...Fish — Not hazardous: rapidly
ab sorb ed b y aquat ic  plan t s an d
inactivated in mud. Birds — Not highly
toxic . No h azard un der  n ormal
conditions of use...Protective clothing
should be provided for those handling
con cen t r ates. Adequate  washing
facilit ies should be available close at
hand. Eating, drinking, and smoking
should be prohibited during handling
and before washing after handling.”

And paraquat , along with  other
pesticides, Srinivasan argued, serves a
vital need. Even with pesticides, crop
losses annually amount to about 33% to
42% of world production. With out
t h em , t hough , crop  losses would
amou nt to 80%. And  wit ho ut the
p roduct ivit y enh an cem en ts such
chemicals provide, the world would use
more than double the 38% of arable land
now used for agricultural purposes —
an additional 14.1 billion acres, or 44%
of the land available on Earth, Srinivasan
said.

So wh y t he p ressure  from
environmental groups to ban pesticides
in general and paraquat in particular?
Why the attempt by EU environmental
groups to intimidate the EU science
com mission approving the sale  of
paraquat in Europe?

To Srinivasan the answer is th at

“cer t ain  ext remist environ m en tal
groups...seem to be more concerned
with power than the truth.” That is no
reason, though, “to deny access to cost-
effective technology,” he said.

His own counter-principle to the
precautionary principle is simple: “To
protect the farmers’ rights, wherever
they may be, to use whatever products
and technologies they need.”

Will the rights of farmers — and
consumers and producers — blow away
the precautionary principle in its many
deadly manifestations? We’ll have to
wait and see.

—Source:  TechCentralStation.com.

in 2002, had 99% of the global acreage
in transgenic crops. These countries
are the  United States, 42.8 million
hectares (63%); Argentina, 13.9 million
hectares (21%); Canad a, 4.4 million
h ect ares (6%); Brazil, 3  m illion
h ect ares (4%); C hina, 2.8 m illion
hectares (4%); and South Africa, 400
thousand hectares (1%).

Brazil and the Philippines planted
transgenic crops for th e first  t ime in
2003. Brazil planted soybeans and the
Philipp ines, Bt corn. Th ey join 16
o t h er  coun t r ies n ow p lan t ing
transgenic crops.

Notably, of the 18 countries now
gro win g t r an sgen ic  cro p s 11 are
developing countries.

By crop, transgenic soybeans were
grown on 61% of the world’s soybean
acreage; transgenic corn was grown on
23% of global corn acreage; transgenic
cotton was grown on  11% of global
cotton acreage; and transgenic canola
was gro wn on  5% of glob al canola
acreage.

Th e glob al m arket  value o f
t r ansgen ic  cro p s in  2003 was
estim ated b et ween  $ 4.5 an d $ 4.8
billion, up from $4.0 billion in 2002.
The market value is projected to grow
to $5.0 billion or more in 2005.

Transgenic Crops...


