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In 1989, environmental activists claimed that
a chemical called Alar that was used to assist in
the production of lush red apples had created
what amounted to “poisoned apples.” They used
this claim as part of a campaign to have the sub-
stance banned. Yet it turned out that these “poi-
soned” apples were as much of a fairy tale as
the apple in Snow White. The Alar hysteria was
completely debunked.! Nevertheless, Alar has
never been used again on apples in the United
States.> Moreover, the crusade against pesticide
use on produce continues. Consumers Union,
the group that produces Consumer Reports,
produces a report on the content of pesticides in
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children’s food® and another report on the pes-
ticide residues in various foods.* These reports
conclude that certain foods have unacceptably
high pesticide residues and may well cause can-
cer.’ The facts point in a very different direction.

Beyond Safe

Pesticide levels rarely, if ever, approach
unsafe levels. Even when activists cry wolf be-
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cause residues exceed federal limits that does
not mean the products are not safe. In fact, resi-
dues can be hundreds of times above regulatory
limits and still be safe:

e According to one National Research Coun-
cil (NRC) report, “the great majority of
individual naturally occurring and synthetic
chemicals in the diet appears to be present
at levels below which any significant adverse
biological effect is likely, and so low that
they are unlikely to pose any appreciable
cancer risk.”¢

e The American Academy of Pediatrics notes,
“The risks of pesticides in the diet are re-
mote, long-term, and theoretical, and there
is no cause for immediate concern by par-
ents. The risks to children over their lifetime
of experiencing the major chronic diseases
associated with the typical American diet
far exceed the theoretical risks associated
with pesticide residues.””

® Various government agencies test produce
for residues to ensure that they meet safety
standards. The U.S. Food and Drug Admin-
istration (FDA) and the state of California
conduct the most comprehensive and regu-
lar testing. Both find not only that residue
levels are far lower than any standard of
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA), but also that they are most often un-
detectable (see details in the next section).
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* Residue levels decline even further when we
wash produce. One study shows that wash-
ing fruits and vegetables can reduce expo-
sure by 97 percent for some pesticides.®

FDA Residue Survey:
Most Residues are Undetectable

In its most recent survey, the FDA has made
the following discoveries:

e “The findings for 2003 demonstrate that
pesticide residue levels in foods are gener-
ally well below EPA tolerances, corroborat-
ing results presented in earlier reports.”’

e Sixty-two percent of domestic fruit and veg-
etable samples had no detectable pesticide
residues.

e Eighty-three percent of imported fruit and
vegetable samples had no detectable pesti-
cide residues.

® Only 6 percent of imported fruit and veg-
etable samples contained residues in excess
of federal standards. Only 2 percent of do-
mestic fruit and vegetable samples exceeded
standards.

e There were no pesticide residue tolerance
violations on 92.9 percent of all imported
fruit and vegetable samples.

e FDA reports no residue violations for do-
mestic grains and violations for only 1.4
percent of imported grains.

e FDA found no violations for dairy and egg
products and for seafood.

e FDA found no residue violations in baby

foods.
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Eating Fruits and Veggies Trumps
Pesticide Risks

The main cause of cancer is not pesticide
residues, but rather the nutritional value of
what a person eats.!°

e In fact, a seminal study by Sir Richard Doll
and Richard Peto apportioned 2 percent of
cancer cases to causation by all environ-
mental pollutants found in the air, water,
and food and 35 percent of all cancers to
dietary factors.!!

e Accordingly, the World Health Organiza-
tion advocates increased intake of fruits and
vegetables, to reduce the cancer incidence
rate by 30 percent across the board.?

e The quarter of the U.S. population consum-
ing the least amount of fruits and vegetables
has a cancer rate twice as high as the quarter
of the population consuming the most fruits
and vegetables.!?

e Moreover, only 36 percent of Americans
older than two consume the U.S. Department

10. Robert S. Lichter and Stanley Rothman, Environ-
mental Cancer: A Political Disease? (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1999).

11. Richard Doll and Richard Peto, “The Causes of
Cancer: Quantitative Estimates of Avoidable Risks
of Cancer in the United States Today,” Journal of
the National Cancer Institute 66, no. 1192 (1981):
1235, 1251. In addition, Doll and Peto estimate
that tobacco use is responsible for 30 percent of the
cancer cases in the United States. For more information
on cancer risks, see “The True Causes of Cancer” and
“Cancer Trends,” in The Environmental Source.

12. World Health Organization, Programme for Cancer
Control, Developing a Global Strategy for Cancer (Ge-
neva: World Health Organization, 2000).

13. Bruce N. Ames, and Lois Swirsky Gold, “Environ-
mental Pollution, Pesticides, and the Prevention of Can-
cer: Misconceptions,” FASEB Journal 11, no. 3 (1997):
1041-52.

of Agriculture-recommended amount of
five servings of fruits and vegetables a day.!*
Hence, if we want to reduce cancer risks, we
should focus on consuming more produce.

Pesticides Promote Health through
Affordable Produce

To promote public health, policy should
work to ensure that families—particularly
lower-income families—are able to afford fresh
produce. Pesticides play a key role in increas-
ing supply and thereby keeping these products
affordable.

e Use of modern agricultural technology and
chemicals has reduced the cost of food,
thereby improving nutrition, particularly
for lower-income families. In fact, at the
turn of the 20th century, before the use of
modern agricultural practices, Americans
spent 20 percent of their income on food.
Now, the average American family spends
approximately 10 percent of its disposable
income on food.!

e Affordability is a key concern for most
Americans. Consumers who say that they
would pay for residue-free foods are willing
to pay only a small increase. In one survey,
46 percent said they would pay more for
such products, but only 15 percent of those
respondents would pay more than 10 per-
cent extra.'
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e Without pesticides, the price of raising a
crop could increase 5 to 200 times, and
those costs would be transferred to consum-
ers in the prices of the goods, according to
one estimate.'”

e Scientist Philip Abelson warned that con-
tinued banning of pesticides and fungicides
could lead to food scarcities.!®

“Carcinogens” in Perspective

Environmentalists have long claimed that
we should avoid all pesticides because these
chemicals cause cancer in rodents and, hence,
must be dangerous to humans. But even if pesti-
cides were not used, every time people eat they
would shovel in these “rodent carcinogens.”
People consume such natural rodent carcino-
gens without ill effects, and the same is true for
low-level pesticide exposures. Consider these
facts:

® Bruce Ames and Lois Swirsky Gold of the
University of California at Berkeley estimate
that the amount of residual carcinogenic
pesticides in food is 1,800 times less than
the amount of carcinogens derived from 54

natural plant chemicals that are found in
food."”

culture (Washington, DC: National Academy Press,
2000), 85, http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_
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e Cooking food produces 2,000 milligrams
of burnt material per person per day. Burnt
material contains many rodent carcinogens
and mutagens.

® A person consumes only 0.09 milligrams
per day of the residues of 200 synthetic
chemicals that the FDA measures.*

¢ As Ames and Gold point out, there is little
difference between naturally occurring
chemicals and man-made chemicals. They
find that 99.99 percent of the chemicals
that we eat are natural. Plants produce such
chemicals to defend themselves against in-
sects, fungi, and other predators. Ames and
Gold estimate that “on average Americans
ingest roughly 5,000 to 10,000 different
natural pesticides and their breakdown
products.”?! Hence, we consume far more
naturally occurring pesticides on plants
than we do manmade ones—without ill ef-
fect. This reality underscores the fact that
current exposure to manmade chemicals is
not significant and poses a very low-level
risk. Ames and Gold specifically note: “The
possible carcinognic hazards from synthetic
pesticides (at average exposures) are mini-
mal compared to the background of nature’s
pesticides, though neither may present a
hazard at the low doses consumed.”?
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