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3. Why do parents need information on pesticide dangers and 
alternatives to pesticides 
By Paule Hjertaas, B.Sc 
 

1. Pesticide are used at much higher rates (3-5 times more per hectare) in 
cities than on farms and therefore have greater potential to impact adults 
and children. 
 
2. Homeowners do not use adequate precautions when using pesticides 
nor do they tend to store them adequately 
 
3. Studies have shown a series of serious recurrent problems with lawn 
care companies  
 
4. Pesticides can cause special problems for children from direct exposure, 
during fetal development, and through breast milk  
 
5. Most pesticide exposures occur without the knowledge or consent of the 
people exposed 
 
 
 

Background 
 

1. Pesticide are used at much higher rates (3-5 times more per hectare) 
in cities than on farms 

One estimate suggested that pesticide applications for lawns averaged 9 kg per 
hectare, compared to 2 kg per hectare for soybean farming. (15) A recent review 
and comparison of statistics and surveys by the Canadian Environmental Law 
Association found a similar relation between urban and agricultural pesticide use. 
(16) 
 
The use of pesticides on private property affects not only the people living in the 
house, but their neighbours, as well as those who visit or provide services such 
as mailmen, painters, paperboys and girls, and those providing lawn care or 
landscaping services other than spraying. 
 
 

2. Homeowners do not use adequate precautions when using 
pesticides, nor do they tend to store them adequately 

 
Many people have blind faith that our governments would not allow any product 
that may negatively affect health to be registered and sold. (1 quoting 12) 
Therefore, homeowners tend not read and/or follow the safety precautions on 
labels. In particular, they are not aware of the risks of exposures during 
pregnancy and to children, nor that pesticides remain active and a risk for a 
period of time after application. (37quoting 38) 
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Home owners may not store pesticides adequately 
 

Many homeowners store their pest control products in the home, often in the 
furnace room. The storage of common products near the air that circulates in the 
whole house has been known to contaminate homes and cause severe health 
problems to the residents of a home. Many pesticides are stored within easy 
reach of children. (37 quoting 39)  
 
 
“Children are exposed to a variety of pesticides as a result of homeowners and 
condominium managers routinely using herbicides and insecticides. Accidental 
exposure can occur when pesticides are used or stored inappropriately by 
consumers who do not read the label or do not understand the information or the 
importance of the information provided on the label”. (39) 
 
 

3. Studies have shown a series of serious recurrent problems with lawn 
care companies  

 
Both an Ontario poll and an industry-commissioned Canada-wide survey showed 
that between 20-33 % of home owners use a lawn care service. (1, quoting 12 
and 18).  
 
 

a. Lawn care companies use more pesticide than home owners would   
 

 “ A 1991 study of pesticide use in Guelph, Ontario, calculated that professional 
applicators were using at least 3 times more herbicide and 39 times more 
insecticide per hectare than householders who apply products themselves.” (1, 
quoting 19) Survey respondents “who hired a lawn care company were 6 times 
more likely to have their lawns treated with chemical pesticides than those who 
managed the property themselves.” (1, quoting 12) More lawns of small to 
medium size were treated with pesticides by lawn care companies than by 
respondents managing lawns themselves (1, quoting 13). 
 
 

b. Lawn care companies do not give adequate information regarding 
pesticides to people who hire them  

 

Neither Federal or Saskatchewan Acts and regulations require companies to 
provide detailed information to their clients. (1, 20) “Less than half (41%) receive 
information from their lawn care service providers regarding the health and 
environmental risks and safety precautions of the pesticides being applied to 
their property.” (1, quoting 12) Clients do not trust the quality of the information 
given to them by their service provider. (1, quoting 12)  
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c. Lawn care companies have not been found to use pesticides according to 
regulations 

 
A 2001 Ontario Ministry of the Environment inspection of pesticide applicators 
found almost 6 out of 10 applicators were in ”serious violation” and one third 
were out of compliance with pesticide regulations. (17, 21) 
 
 

d. Industry advertising commonly makes misleading statements about the 
safety of pesticides, even though such claims are illegal in Canada and the 
United States 

 

Advertising of pesticides as safe, even when used as directed, is illegal under 
Canadian and U.S. law. A 1996 Canadian directive forbids the use of terms such 
as ‘safe’, ‘safer’, ‘natural’, or ‘organic’ in environmental claims on pesticide 
products. (10) The PCP regulations prohibit “words stating, implying or inferring 
that a control product is approved, accepted or recommended by the 
Government.”  (33). The directive and regulation are regularly broken by industry. 
(1, lots of examples) Pesticide applicators often mislead consumers about the 
effects of pesticides and how to take safety precautions. (1, quoting 12) An 
Access to Information Act requested by the Toronto Environment Alliance (TEA) 
revealed that, since 2000, Health Canada has concluded 276 investigations into 
pesticide advertising (1, quoting 22). It took a petition by Earth Action to the 
Auditor General's department about false advertising by Bayer, Syngenta, Weed 
Man and Bobby Lawn Care to get the PMRA to issue its first convictions under 
this regulation in January 2004. (11) 
 
 

4.    Pesticides can cause special problems for children from direct 
exposure, during fetal development, and through breast milk  

 
a. children 
 

Children are both more exposed and more susceptible to pesticides than adults. 
(35) For their size children consume more food and drink than adults, and both of 
those can be contaminated by pesticides. (35) They play in ways that increase 
their potential exposure. As well, their growing and developing bodies can be 
particularly sensitive. (6)  
 
The North West Coalition for Alternatives to Pesticides published a report on the 
some of the 2,300 school pesticide exposures reported to U.S. Poison Control 
Centers from 1993 to 1996. No mandatory reporting of pesticide poisonings in 
most of the U.S. states, lack of notification of use and many other reasons make 
the reported cases the tip of the iceberg only. Many illnesses resulted from 
registered pesticide products applied according to label direction, indoors or out, 
many for cosmetic reasons. Many people got sick up to several days after 
application. (34) 
 



 4

Pesticides can cause short-term illnesses in children, but also more lasting 
problems. Many authoritative review reports such as those by the US EPA (14, 
24), Physicians for Social Responsibility (23), the Ontario College of Family 
Physicians (4), and review books such as “Having Faith” by Sandra Steingraber 
(8) conclude that many acute and chronic conditions are linked to pesticide 
exposure, several affecting children. One example is a recent study showing that 
early early-onset persistent asthma was 4.58 and 2.39 times more common 
respectively when a child was exposed to herbicides and pesticides. (36) Another 
is provided by Elizabeth Guillette who has been following the four and five year 
old Mexican children with severe neuro-cognitive deficits from pesticide exposure 
she studied in Mexico. (30) The neuro-cognitive deficits identified have persisted. 
In addition, as they grew older, the girls developed breasts 2 to 3 years earlier 
than the less exposed controls. These breast tissues were abnormal. For one out 
of three girls, they contain mostly fatty tissue, with no to very small glands (to 
produce milk). (31) 
 
 

b. fetuses 
 

Fetuses are especially sensitive to pesticides and other toxins as they are in full 
development. Scientists now know that the effect of a toxin on a fetus depends 
on much more than the dose. Genetics, timing, pattern (chronicity, frequency) 
and duration of the dose will also have an effect. (5) Low dose exposure to 
environmental chemicals - parts per billion or even trillion - during a critical 
window of development can cause permanent damage to organs and systems. 
(7, 23, 25) Current environmental exposures of the pregnant mother to 
organophosphates such as chlorpyrifos and diazinon caused low birth weight. 
The trend was reversed when these products were banned for indoor use. (26) 
 
Birth defects are still astoundingly common in the U.S. at 3-4 % of American 
infants, with several thousands dying from major deformities every year. (8)  
Many birth defects have been linked to pesticide exposure during pregnancy. (8, 
25, 27) Developmental delays (24, 25, 31), hyperactivity (31), behavioral 
disorders (24, 25, 31), motor dysfunction (24, 25, 31), nervous system disruption 
(6, quoting 24, 32) and learning disabilities (24, 28, 31) add to the toll pesticides 
take on human health.  
 
 

C. Breast milk 
 

Many pesticides, like hundreds of other toxins, concentrate in breast milk, 
contaminating the ultimate healthy food for babies. (7-8) Each nursing mother is 
passing persistent organic pollutants (POP) such as DDT, its metabolite DDE 
and dioxins to her child through her breast milk. There are no uncontaminated 
mothers. “ Indeed, prevailing levels of chemical contaminants in human milk 
often exceed legally allowable limits in commercial foodstuff.”(8, quoting 40)  
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Biologist Sandra Steingraber extensively researched this issue. She briefed the 
United Nations on breast milk contamination, and feels that we should redo the 
food chain pyramid to put babies on top, as many toxins are found at higher 
concentration in breast milk than in the mother’s tissues. (8) It has also been 
shown that organochlorines nursing babies drink in breast milk are not excreted. 
(8, p.263) 
 
 
 

5.  Most pesticide exposures occur without peoples' knowledge or 
consent 

 
There are no federal or provincial posting requirements i.e. for the most part, no 
one knows when one plays on, walks or drives by a pesticide-treated area. It is 
virtually impossible to determine what one is being exposed to, or predict 
potential adverse effects (on you, your loved ones, or your environment) because 
of poor (or no) public notifications following pesticide applications, and failures to 
disclose secret ingredients on pesticide labels. 
 
If you can smell pesticides, you have been exposed to measurable 
concentrations.  
 

Pesticides are currently used in many public places without appropriate 
notification.  

 
Pesticides are currently used without much notification in and around schools, 
apartment and public buildings, restaurants, hospitals, parks, on streets and 
sidewalks, by home owners and some commercial services, and along highways 
and roads. I understand that it is customary in many small towns to spray an 
outdoor public meeting area before the meeting to ensure no mosquitoes.  
 
Many lawn care companies come without prior warning even to the customer. (9, 
1 quoting 13) The customer therefore does not have the opportunity of closing 
the windows, bringing in the clothes that were on the line, or the children’s toys 
on the lawn. Industry recognizes that in their own documents. (9) Even the city of 
Regina, which has a notification policy, only leaves signs up for 24 hours, a time 
insufficient to ensure protection of the public’s health.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
There is much evidence of the widespread occurrence of pesticides in our 
environment and even in our bodies. There is much evidence of harm of 
pesticide to human health, even at low doses, and solid evidence of harm to 
children from early fetal development, through breast milk, and throughout their 
growth period. 
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The Federal government recognizes that “consumers can choose wisely only when 

they are well informed”. (10) Unfortunately, There is much evidence that 
homeowners are not getting appropriate information on pesticide health and 
environmental risks, or on their alternatives. This lack of understanding of 
potential dangers leads people to ignore proper safety precautions when they 
use and store pesticides. The public’s right-to know is not being respected in that 
they and their families are often exposed to pesticides without their knowledge or 
consent.  
 
 Accurate, reliable information is essential to raise awareness, and allow parents 
to make informed choices to protect their children. It cannot be overstated.  
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