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Pesticide bans work, environmental groups said Wednesday, after a Statistics Canada report showed that chemical pesticide use had been cut in half in Quebec, where the province and many cities have instituted bans on residential property and public lands.

The province saw pesticide use by households with lawns and gardens drop from 30 per cent in 1994 to 15 per cent in 2005.

"I think this is going to help the cause and maybe other provinces will go behind Quebec and see Quebec as an example," said Edith Smeesters, a biologist and spokeswoman for the environmental group Equiterre.

However, Saskatchewan, Manitoba and Alberta led the country in chemical pesticide use in 2005, and each province actually increased its use since 1994. Pesticide use in Newfoundland and P.E.I. was not as high as in the Prairies, but those provinces also spread more chemicals on their lawns and gardens over the period studied. Ontario remained unchanged at 34 per cent of all homes with lawns and gardens, while British Columbia, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick showed slight declines.

Overall pesticide use in Canada dipped slightly, from 31 per cent to 29 per cent of households with lawns and gardens.

"Unless there's a ban, then people aren't going to be using less pesticides," said Mark MacKenzie, president of the Organic Landscape Alliance, which represents organic lawn care companies in Ontario.

Paule Hjertaas, president of Saskatchewan Network for Alternatives to Pesticides, said farmers who move to cities bring their long familiarity with pesticide sprays with them.

"They figure their lawn is like a wheat field -- you can't have a dandelion in it," said Hjertaas, who has lobbied unsuccessfully for bans in the province. "This is an attitude thing."

But bans simply encourage homeowners to hoard pesticides and use them unsafely, said Victor Santacruz, executive director of the Canadian Nursery Landscape Association, which represents nurseries, garden centres and lawn care companies. The group doesn't regard pesticide bans as a solution. Instead, it supports integrated pest management, whereby pesticides are used by trained professionals only when there's a serious problem.

"You don't spray unless you need to," Santacruz said, "similar to the philosophy that you don't give medicine unless you're sick."

Lorelei Hepburn, president of Environmental Factor, which manufactures natural pesticides and fertilizers and provides chemical-free lawn services, found the Statistics Canada report encouraging. And she predicted the next survey will find even lower pesticide use, especially in Ontario.

After Toronto moved to ban pesticide use in 2005, other municipalities began to follow suit, with 120 bans across the province now.

Lawn and garden care is a booming industry, Statistics Canada said. Sales of related products and equipment hit more than $2 billion in 2006, up by more than $600 million from 2002.
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