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A1{0NG SCIENTISTS, PESTICIDES were

long regarded as an agricul lural issue. They

studied ihe impact ol lhese chemicals on

crops, rural residenls and farmworkers-while

by and large fai lang to examine their equally

toxic eflects in cilies.

That is, uni i l  now. As scientists relocus on

oesl ic des in urbai areas lhey re discovering

thal lhe el lects of t l_ese porsoTs are parl icL-

larly marked in communil ies of color. While

this may be news to scienlific researchers,

it is no surprise lor aclivists, who lor years

have been laboring to raise awareness of the

swath of allergy, illness and risk crealed by
pesticides.

The secretive nature of pesl conlrol, the

slow progress oi science and lhe persislenl

nalure oi some pesticides suggest this f ight

wil l  last for years, perhaps generations.

Meanwhile, people cough, grow sick and

don t know why.

'One ol lhe bioqesl misconceptions, '  said

Barry Zucker, executive direclor of lhe Ohio

Coali t ion Againsl lhe [,4isuse of Pesticides,
" is that people think i t 's saie. People think

that if [a pesticide] is approved by the EPA,

at s safe."

Bui, he added, "There's a lederal law pro-

hibiting pesticide manufacturers lrom making

any claims ol'safety' regarding pesticides,

even if lhey re used as direcled."
As Zucker suggesls, many peslicides are

far from sale. They have been linked with
several types of cancer, neurol0gical dam-
age, aulism, ADHD and asthma.

There is evidence that people of color are
disproporr.oralely exposed to pesticides.

Scientists have yel lo fully documenl such
race-based patterns of exposure, and ihey
are spli l on a key poinl: whelher race or in-
come level plays a greater role in determining
a person's exposure. Researchers contacled
for lhis slory. most wilh preslrgious academic
appoanlmenls, often referred to activisls as
belter sources on this subject. Several ac-
knowledged, however, thal lhey believe that
people ot color do suffer a greater toll from
peslicides than whites.

There's little doubt that people of color
are being exposed to loxic chemicals via
insecticides. lungrcrdes and rodenticides.
Insecticides have been found in lhe blood
of pregnant Latina and Black women; one
study discovered lraces ot eight different
pesticides in Black mothers-to"be. In facl,
a Centers for Disease Control (CDC) reporl
found that most people have more than one
pesiicide in their bodies. The aclual problem

is likely much larger than can be proven.
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Pesl c de po son ng

rs unoerrepo eo,
parl ly because key

syrnploms can resemb e
Jr-

lhe l lu:sweal ng, nausea

vom l ing. drzziness and more

Screnl isls have yet lo deteF

learned lhal many parenls did not undersland lhal corn

mon ho!sehold sprays aggravale asthma even lhoLrgh

lhese same parenls had spoken wilh doclors aboul lhe '

chrd s condi t ion

l t ' l i r  a ]ho 6 choJro oe d pdrroh et  01 aslh ' ra a10

pestc des lhal yoLr can get al lhe doclor 's olf ice. Harr s

asserled. "because lhere are people who don I under

sland how i1 happens.

As rnuch as lam res value lherr chi ldren s heal lh lrre' :

may be even more al slake n aclrvrsf led Inlervent ons

rke Harr s sr nameJy educalional success Because

peslrcrdes can impacl chrldren s neurologrcalsyslerns

rhey n ay fa.ro '  r - ro he cl-  or  ca y low lpql  scorps d '

some scnoots
'There are sl some researchers oul lhere who argue

thal people of color are nherenl ly inlenor lor example

James Walson s conlroversial commenls aboul Blacks

explained Janean Dilworlh-Barl,  an assrslanl protessor oi

human deve opmenl and lamily sludres al the Unrvers 1y

ol Wiscons n Bul pol ulanls I  ke pesl cides are pervasr!:

especra ly among low-income and elhnrc mrnonly kids

Therelore. group d Iferences in lesl scores.. may aclual l ,v

be due. in parl .  lo exposure lo loxrc subslances in lhe

envtronmenl

Thal loxrc environment oiten Includes lhe apartments

and houses lhat chi ldren relurn lo al ler school Land ords

use pest c des. ol course, and residents lorn in w lh

cans of Ra d or w th lega pest crdes ke lres pas los of

Chinese cha k. Bul sprays ol len don t reach lhe crevices

where pesls hide. Pesls can also become immune lo

regularly appl ed pesl icides.

More mporianl y, sprays lr igger aslhma al lacks

Arrborne pest cides also cause aslhma One arge sluci ' i

showed thal chi ldren exposed lo peslrcrdes were two lo

four l imes more l ikely lo get aslhma lhan chi ldren who

were not Nevertheless. many landlords conl nue lhe r

habitual spraying.
Al lgeld Ca do'rs a 2.000.unrl hoLrinq p.oje( |  o'1

Chrcago s Soulh Srde of fersacompel ng example

Cheryl Johnson spearheads People for Comrnunity

Recovery, a volunleer organizaIon lhal has been Ight ng

to curb pesl icide use lhere 10r years. She says pest cides

conlr ibule lo res denis healhproblems Sevenlypercenl

oi Al lgeld Garden s Black and Lal ino residenls have sorne

sorl oi resp ratory problem, according lo Johnson.
'We re concerned wrlh whal lhey re spraying and

how they re spraying I Johnson reporled. l l  s been an

uph l l  bal l le because lhe company lhal manages A lgeld

mine al l  lhe elfecls ol these chemi

ca s. parl icLrlady in people ol color The

EPA atlempts to develop sale exposLrre

levels for ndiv dual pesticides. bul lhese

sludies don I explore lhe polent al rmpacls on

elhnic minorrl ies. Researchers are f nd ng lhat

race and elhnic ly do play a role in an Increas nq number

ol Inesses. But as Ceci lCorbin-Mark ol Wesl Harlem

Environmenla Acl on expla ned al a recenl conference

on peslrcrdes. ihe EPA doeso I requ re manulaclurers lo

cons der such el lecls
' 'Sc ence ol len doesn t work in the serv ce ol people

who ook |ke me. sa d Corb n [/ark. who rs B ack You re

lelIog n're lhal your process lor delerorn ng whal level ol

exposure I can have 1o some parl cular chemica doesn I

even laclor In me as a being?

Children are espec al ly vu nerable lo pest crdes due

to lheir sma er size and develop ng orqans. Desprle

cl-  ldrer 's !L nFrabi l  ly  no<r. .1oo d. . t  r .5Lsepes -

cides regularly. Severa hundred chrldref become srck

every year because ol pesl cides encounlered al school

and lhe rate has ncreased nreceniyears

In a sprawling Black neighborhood n Ch cago caled

Aust n parents are worried thal schoo s may be .nakrng

slLrdenls sick Like many B ack ne ghborhoods Ausl n

has an extraordinanly high asthma rale

So ocal parenls dec ded lo inspecl lhe schools. One

ol lhe vo unleers rs Gloria Harr s. who has aslhma. as

does her grandson Markice. a lrrst grader al Ju a Ward

Howe School

The k ds are having asthrfa more and more. and we

don l  know why. exp ained Harns. a parent aclrvrsl w lh

the Ausl in wide Parent Network We re look ng al lhe

chemica s to see what mighl be alfeclrng lhe k ds.

During their ini l ial  nspecl ion. Harr s and her learn

lound l l le evidence ol pesls But they a so discovered lhal
pesl icides were be ng sprayed In rooms !sed by chi ldren

Haft s s leam a so discovered thal very lew ol Howe s leach

ers and slalf  know which sludenls have aslhma

L kewrse rnany pareats have nol yel realzed the

r sk 10 lhe r  chi ldren During a recenl  workshop. Har is
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Gardens won't dlsclose what pesticides t uses. We have

asked for [a copy of the pest management plan], but they

lvon't  give i i  to us. We would have to put in a Freedorn of

nlormai on Act request. Bul that 's a ol of paperwork ior

a vo unteer organizai ion, and lhey won't take i t  seriously

coming trom a smal lgroup ike us.

This irnpasse i l lustrates the lack of accounlabi l  ty

among landlords for lheir pest cide use. l t 's di l i icu t lor

residenls to stop owners frorn spraying without taking

landlords to courl.

This problem persists desp le a progressive approach

ca ed inlegrated pest managernent, or lPl l ,  wh ch Jo-

cuses on el iminat ng pests' food, water and hid ng places

w th only minimal use of pesl icides. The idea s lo slarve

and seal out pests. Many acl ivists bel ieve that lPN,' l  offers

lhe best way 1o scale back pesticide use

Nine slales have passed laws in supporl of lP[/.  Al l

pub c schools in Ohio, for instance, must use lPM, as

must ch ldcare fac i t ies n I l inois.

Bul n rnany places, lPlvl pol icies are too f l imsy lo offer

much protection. The Chlcago Housing Authority, which

owns Allgeld Gardens, has ernphasized IPM for years,

with some success. For lnslance, an IPM prolect reduced

the amounl of pesticides used at one housing proiect by

83 percent.

Yet the Authority a so awards conlfacts to manage

n'renl compan es with a i inanc al incenl ive lo cut corners

and spray more thaa they shou d. IPM cosis more in the

short term than pesticides Sea ing a bui lding againsi

pesls often involves making modest repa rs, and some

afdlords resist these improvemenls even lhough they

can reduce long{erm energy costs.

And residents who know they're enti t led to the benefi ts

ol IPM are nervous about b owing the wh sl e on a landlord.
' '  f  you get evicled," Johnson expla ned, " i lwi l  al lect

whether you can rece ve housing aid down the road.

Peop e tolerale bad treatment because they're atraid of

osing their homes.

Even l f  you I mil  pest cide use in your home pub ic y

'unded sprayjng may f i  lyour streel with the very chemi-

aaE you're trying 10 avo d.

When West Nile virus began turning up in dead birds

n 1999 t tr iggered rounds of insecticide spraying lhal

continue lo ihis day. In some cit ies, spray lrucks are nearly

as comrnon in summer as snowplows ln winter even

though i l 's not clear that roul ine spraying prevents the

mosquito-borne vlrus.

Actlv sts bel ieve that peop e of color aren' l  being g ven

,  i  I  ITF

proper noti f icat on of Spraying programs. Ceci l  Corbln-

lvlark has seen the problem f irslhand in Har em.
"We were be ng sprayed. The way people found out

the spray ng was going on was that they were actual ly

subjected 10 gett ing sprayed. Then I slarted cai ng the

city and asking, Whal are you spray ng? Whal exacl ly is

t?'  No inlormat on. They would comp eie y shut down and

not tel l  me. Then I said, 'We've got ots ot asthn'rat ics up

here. What precautrons should they be taking frof ir  having

an aslhma aitack, as a couple peop e have told me has

happened?' And the c ty said, 'Well ,  close lhe windows." '

West Ni le s not the only prelext for such spraying. When

residents complalned aboul the weedy vacant lots n an-

other Black neighborhood ln Chlcago, the city responded

by spraying an herbicide be ieved to be Roundup, which

is produced by Monsanto and beleved byexperls who

are connected wilh the Pesticlde Action Nelwork North

America and many other sc entists 1o be "a major threat to

public health." Chicago's Department of Streets and Sanita-

t ion wou d not coni irm or deny this incident.

When resldents wanl lo compla n, j t 's often dif f icuLt to

determine who s to blame. ln Chicago and many cit ies,

at east four municipal departments-hea th, sani lat ion,
parks, and housing-run their own spraying programs.

This divide-and-conquer approach helps camouf lage

what's being sprayed, when and by whom.

Faced w th such widespread pesi icide use activists

have responded by integral ing pestic de issues in diverse

campaigns.

Gloria Harris 's inspections are parl of a larger drive

l r l vl
ta

-

g,

j r l
r tr
ITI.4tl
trI
rr I
r I l

I4
E&

.J

t

'[
T

-

F!
-

I
J

COLORLINES 3' I



lo improve the health ot schoolchi ldren that includes

other goals such as increasing access to healthy school

lunches and reinstat ing .ecess in elementary schools.

Harris and her col leagues plan to continue lheir school

inspecl ions every two monlhs. In addi l ion, lhey wil l  begin

to monitor implementation of a new law that cal ls lor the

use ol less toxic cleaning p.oducts at schools.

West Harlem Environmental Aci ion is wofking to

improve the overal l  air qual i ty in Harlem. Reducing pes-

l icides is parl  of these ettorts, as is curbing dieselfumes

lrom bus depots. This is also a goal in Chicago and rnany

other places, because buses idling outside schools lor an

hour or more ai a l ime are bad lor asthma,lo say nolhing

of global warming.

Cheryl Johnson s organization successlul ly cam,
paigned lo reduce painl iumes from an auto plant and

olher industr ies near the community. This helped ease the

aslhma ol Altgeld Garden's residents while they continue

lo i ighl against pesticides.

In some cities, aclivists have organized lo promoie
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PESTICIDES: THE USUAL SUSPECTS

THERE ARE HUNDREDS OF PESTICIDES

being used in lhe U S. loday. Many have

not been lul ly tested ior lheir el lects on

humans.

To support act ivists in the f lght against
pesl icides, we compiled this introduction

to some ol lhe chemicals common in urban

neighborhoods. For more information on

these pesl icides, or to f ind a ful ler l is l ,  visi t

beyondpesticides.org/gateway/index.htm.

saler, greener approaches to pesl control. Chicago's

Safer Pest Control Project holds workshops lor landlords

to explain the benefi ts of lPM, while the Greater Mad son
(Wisconsin) Healthy Lawn Team raises awareness dl how

spraying one lawn can aflecl an entire neighborhood.

In Congress, a promising bi l l  cal led the School Envi '

ronment Protecl ion Act (H.R. 110) that would promole IPM

al schools nationw de has anguished in a subcommrtlee

since 2005 and probably won' l  budge withoul pressure

from acl ivists.

Meanwhile, sclenl ists are f ina y taking a closer look at

peslicide effects in cities. The New York city Deparlmenl

of Heallh and Mertal Hygiene is developing a u' l ique pes

ticides lracking system that synlhesizes exposure reporis

from hospitals and poison control centers. lt should prove

what many acl iv sts have known for a long 1 me-that

pesticides are taking a terr ible tol l  in our ci l ies, as well  as

our nation and lhe planet as a whole. .

Christopher Weber is a treelance journalisl based in Chicago.

DIAZIN0N-This ingredienl in lawn products as well

as Ortho Hornet and Wasp Kil ler has been banned for

resideni ial use but can sl i l l  be lound an some places. l t  has

many harmtul eJiects.

GLYPHOSPHATE-Sold under lhe brandname Floundup,

this herbicide is associated wilh cancer, chemical sensit iv-

i ty and damage to the nervous system and inlernal organs.

MALATHI0N-This insectide is used against mosquitoes

and head l ice. l t  contr ibutes to a hosl oi i l lnesses.

PERMETHRIN-This is lound in many sprays, including

Pounce, Torpedo, Buzz Off,  Raid, Hot Shot, Sergeant's

and Ambush. This insectide is bel ieved lo have contr ib-

uted to Gull  War Syndrome. l t  affecls reproductive and

nervous systems and damages the l iver and kidneys.

PYRETHRINS-This is a synthel ic molecule thal mimics

a compound in chrysanlhemums. l t  is widely used in

public bui ldings. l l  l r iggers aslhma and al lergies. l t 's an

endocrlne disrupter as w-"11.

SULFURYL FLUORIDE Used to tumigaie bui ldings,lhis

chemical has mull iple health effects. Acl ivisls are now

working 1o have lhe EPAlighlen regulal ions on i ls use.

ATRAZINE-The most widely used herbicide in the
U.S., atrazine is an endocrine disruptor. l i  interferes with
hormones regulaling key body functions and is l inked lo
breast and testicular cancers, birth defecls and learning
dasorders.

CARBARYL-Common ingredient in l lea and tick powders

as well as gardening producls, this insecticide is a potent
neurotoxin easily absorbed through the skin. l l  can cause
acute poisoning as well as sevefe long-term eiiects.

CHL0RPYRIFoS-Used in ant and roach bails, this pes-

licide is associaled with poisonings al schools. Damages
lhe brain, nerves, kidneys, liver and reproductive system.
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