CLEAN WATER MEANS LESS PESTICIDES: A submission to the Committee on establishing a Clean Water Act from Pesticide Free PEI


Pesticide Free PEI believes that the development of a Clean Water Act should address the issue of deep-water wells but embody broader principles at play within the highly-sensitive ecosystems of our island province.

Pesticide Free PEI is concerned about the quality of both our surface water and groundwater as they are affected by the heavy use of pesticides by the province's agricultural sector and by the unnecessary use of cosmetic pesticides on (mostly) urban lawns. To begin, we draw attention to the 2014 pesticide sales report for PEI which is now online.
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The environmental group Earth Action calculates that almost 7 times more pesticides are now dumped into our lungs, food, water and environment compared to 1982. Most of these pesticides are classed as carcinogenic and some of them are showing up in the water that supplies our schools.
Approximately 70% of pesticides used on PEI are fungicides. Metalaxyl is a fungicide found in well water in PEI. It has been linked to genetic damage in cell lines in humans and mice. The herbicide atrazine has been linked to cancer, impairment of reproduction and endocrine disruption - in humans. Both pesticides have been found in the drinking water of island schools. 
The former Minister of the Environment argued that the levels of such pesticides in well water samples was below acceptable limits set by Health Canada, so there was no need for concern. However, the Pest Management Regulatory Agency of Health Canada  only tests the toxicity of any pesticide in isolation. Combined effects of several pesticides acting together are not examined. So, we just don't know what the effects of exposure to multiple pesticides would be. A comparison might be taking a low dose of several medicinal drugs. Would their combined effect be additive or worse still, multiplying (i.e. a cascade like effect)?
Here is a snapshot  (2011-13) of a few of the pesticides in island well water, as reported on the PEI government website:
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We would like to see the 2013-14 school year detections.

As well as pesticides, the industrialized model of agriculture on PEI, focused primarily on potatoes, relies on heavy usage of nitrogen-laden fertilizers, with the resultant contamination of groundwater and surface water by nitrates. From a health perspective, nitrates have long been associated with birth defects, including baby-blue syndrome, cancer, and other serious medical conditions. In surface water ecosystems, they, together with phosphates (another ingredient of fertilizers) contribute to algal blooms which create oxygen-deprived conditions in the water with consequent impact on aquatic life. Yet, in 2007, 1 in 5 wells in the Wilmot River watershed contained nitrate levels above Health Canada's acceptable limits. 17% of private wells in PEI were contaminated with nitrates near to or above acceptable limits according to the province's 2008 Commission on nitrates in groundwater.

Is it any wonder that year-after-year we have all these fish kills on PEI? Is it just coincidental that cancer rates on PEI are high - among men, 13% higher than the Canadian average; the cancer mortality rate for women 12% higher than the national average, second highest among Canadian provinces? Astoundingly, our skin cancer (melanoma) rate is a whopping 50% higher than the national average. Sun exposure due to farming one might say? In part, possibly. But, a provinces such as Saskatchewan has a thriving agro sector and it has the lowest incidence rate for melanoma in Canada. Unless there has been a drastic change since 2006, it also spends and therefore presumably uses the least amount of pesticides and fertilizers on crop acreage of any province. The Canadian Cancer Society estimates that on PEI within the next 15 years, cancer rates will increase by a further 34%.

 To use another metaphor taken from a different sector, we should look upon the fish kills as the "canary in the mine." Then, we should heed its warning. We should look upon the Cancer Stats as a "call to action" and bring about changes in the way we farm.  It is imperative that we do so for how else can we possibly hope to brand ourselves as "Canada's Food Island" when we are such poor stewards of our land that our water is so contaminated?  Let's move away from all this industrialized monoculture and toward a more diversified farming model less reliant on pesticides and artificial fertilizers. And let's not worsen matters by lifting the moratorium on deep-water wells. Instead, we need to go one step further and monitor existing ones regularly with respect to potential contamination by pesticides and fertilizer components. For the sake of our water, our people, and our environment.
***

One might at least think that islanders living outside of the potato growing areas could get some relief from all this deluge of pesticides by having strict regulations pertaining to the use of cosmetic pesticides, which by definition, are totally unnecessary. Not so. In 2010 the PEI government passed one of the weakest set of regulations in Canada, banning only 2,4-D. Mecoprop and MCPA, chemical relatives of 2,4-D, along with carbaryl (banned in 5 countries), and diacamba (an organochlorine, like DDT) continue to be used routinely by the lawn spray companies. All of these pesticides have been linked to various forms of cancer, principally Non Hodgkin's Lymphoma and Childhood leukemia, along with several other serious medical conditions. 
Accepting that compelling evidence exists to suggest that cosmetic pesticides are a serious health concern, what does this have to do with a Water Act? It has everything to do with clean water because these chemicals are known to persist sufficiently long in the environment to  accumulate and contaminate both surface and ground water. Pesticide manufacturers would have us believe that their products are safe to use because they have short half-lives (i.e. 50% of the substance is broken down very quickly).  For example, 2, 4-D, according to the manufacturer, is supposed to have a half life of a couple of weeks. But, prior to it being banned in 2010 in Alberta, the environmental testing company Paracel found it, along with diacamba in air and water samples taken in Calgary several months after last application. Mecoprop, is supposed to have a half life of 13 days under ideal conditions in the soil. But, if oxygen is not present (i.e. the soil is anaerobic), its half life is 541 days, over 1 and a half years. And, to complicate matters even more,  the deeper it penetrates into the soil, the slower it degrades. What this shows is that these lawn pesticides persist and can accumulate.

Contamination of surface water by cosmetic pesticides is a well established occurrence.  In addition to the Calgary example to which  I have alluded, diacamba, mecoprop, and carbaryl have been reported in Ontario streams, Saskatchewan wetlands, rainfall run off as well as streams in Alberta,  and in streams across the U.S., where the incidence among  urban areas was as high as 45%. One year after imposing a ban on cosmetic pesticides in 2009, the Ontario Dept of Environment has observed a 70% decrease in urban streams of concentrations of the three most commonly used lawn pesticides 2-4,D, diacamba and mecoprop. Cosmetic pesticides have been reported from groundwater in North America and Europe. 

Aside from their effects on human health, what harm can cosmetic pesticides do once they get into aquatic systems? As reported by the US Environmental Protection Agency, they are toxic to fish, amphibia, phytoplankton, and  shellfish. Effects on shellfish have obvious economic implications for the province's industry, but phytoplankton? Phytoplankton are responsible for producing about 25% of the atmospheric oxygen in the world.

Given all of these harmful consequences of cosmetic pesticides to our water supplies, it is time for the province to take the lead and end the dithering that some municipalities are displaying by bringing in a province-wide ban such as Manitoba, Nova Scotia, Ontario , and Quebec have done.
Premier Kathleen Wynne is pleased that her province has banned cosmetic pesticides:
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Pesticide Free PEI recommends that:

In developing a Clean Water Act, it is imperative that the province:

· take steps to move the agro sector away from the current industrialized, monoculture model to a more sustainable mixed farming, organic one that is less reliant on pesticides.

· bring in a province wide ban on the sale and use of cosmetic  lawn pesticides.
· maintain the moratorium on deep-water wells and bring in place a system to monitor current ones for contamination by pesticide and fertilizer components.
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