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Chapter 17

Don’t Eat That Apple!

Leigh, a sixth-grader, planted a garden. But it wasn’t an ordinary
garden. It was “organic.” Leigh fertilized the plants with compost
rather than chemicals and applied no pesticides while they were
growing. (She did use a bug killer for the aphids on the vegetables
when they were harvested.)

Leigh went to the trouble of planting a chemical-free garden be-
cause she had been taught that agricultural chemicals were danger-
ous. They “poison birds, animals and water supplies and also get in
the food,” she explained.1 Leigh had probably read about pesticides
in her textbooks.

♦ The Kids’ Environment Book, which talks about the 2.5 billion
pounds (1.1 billion kilograms) of “toxic gunk” on our crops,2 and
recommends organic gardening or, at least, buying organic foods.

♦ Or This Planet Is Mine, which says that the “lack of toxic sub-
stances” makes organic foods safer. “Logically, what’s less risky
for humans to consume is also a safer choice for the environ-
ment,” this book states.3
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Our children’s books treat farm chemicals as dangerous by-products
of technology that should be banned or severely restricted. To many
authors, pesticides are killers and should be eliminated at all costs:

♦ The text Earth Science warns that “the poisons that pour into
rivers and lakes—and even into the oceans—become concen-
trated in fish in percentages large enough to make the fish un-
fit to eat . . . Insecticides have been responsible for killing fish
in rivers.”4

♦ “It is estimated that as many as 1.5 million people suffer poison-
ing by pesticides each year, because they do not use the neces-
sary safety precautions to prevent exposure to these dangerous
substances,” says the text Food For Life.5

♦ Anne Pedersen advises that if you can’t grow your own garden
“the next best thing is to buy organic produce . . . It’s usually
more expensive and maybe doesn’t look quite as picture-perfect
. . . but it’s probably safer.”6

The Other Side of the Story

Chemicals have transformed farming. Pesticides have nearly elimi-
nated the ancient scourge of insect infestation, and fertilizer allows
farmers to restore the nutrients that plants take from the soil as they
grow. An Environment Canada publication, citing a Hudson Insti-
tute book, says that pesticides are reducing cancer rates because
their use has introduced more fruits and vegetables into the North
American diet.7

But chemicals have disadvantages, too. Pesticides that harm in-
sects can also harm humans and animals. The nutrients from fertil-
izers, while vital to crops, also spill over into waterways, where they
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encourage the growth of algae that can smother other plant life and
fish. Some chemicals may reach pools of underground water that pro-
vide drinking water.

These days, what worries people the most is whether pesticide
residues on food can cause cancer. Some scientists think that small
amounts of pesticide left on food—amounts usually measured in
parts per million or parts per billion—increase the risk of cancer. Yet
the evidence for this is extremely weak. In 1996 a U.S. National
Academy of Science report said that levels of chemicals in Americans’
diet are “so low that they are unlikely to pose an appreciable cancer
risk.”8 Canadian regulatory standards are even more stringent than
those in the United States.9

DDT: Scare Number 1

Much of the fear about pesticides stems from concern about one prod-
uct, DDT. The fear began with Rachel Carson’s 1962 book Silent
Spring. Carson treated DDT as a dangerous chemical that had killed
wildlife and might be causing cancer to humans. Carson’s attack on
DDT shocked the world because it contradicted what everyone had
believed about this “miracle” chemical.

DDT had saved thousands of lives by killing mosquitoes that
carried malaria and typhus. By the time it entered commercial use
in 1947, says historian Thomas R. Dunlap, it “had a reputation for
effectiveness, power and safety unmatched by any other material.”10

Unlike most insecticides of the day, it caused no acute harm to people
and its effect was long-lasting, so that repeated applications were not
necessary. DDT appeared to be so safe that farmers, foresters, and
municipal authorities quickly adopted it after the war.

Clearly, DDT was safe for people to use in the short run. But
what about the long run? DDT builds up in the tissues of animals and
people, and Carson raised concern that it could cause cancer.
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This fear has been refuted to most scientists’ satisfaction. In
1989, three public health scientists who had followed nearly one
thousand people for a decade reported in Science magazine that they
had found “no relation between either overall mortality or cancer
mortality and increasing serum DDT levels [that is, levels of DDT in
body fluids].”11

The strongest case against DDT was not that it caused cancer
in humans but that it was causing birds to die. Carson’s book
evoked the image of a “silent spring” in which no birds would sing.
She suggested that DDT accumulated in the tissues of birds, espe-
cially predatory and fish-eating birds like eagles and falcons. By
causing their eggshells to thin, DDT was destroying their ability to
reproduce.

The question of whether DDT does hurt the reproductive ability
of bird populations is still not completely resolved. A thorough review
of scientific literature revealed that while some studies show a corre-
lation between eggshell thinning and DDT, others did not.12 Howev-
er, the evidence, plus the fact that many birds at the top of the food
chain like falcons and eagles have recovered in number since DDT
was banned, suggests that DDT was at least partly responsible. (It is
also possible, though, that other chemicals, such as polychlorinated
biphenols [PCBs], which are used in electrical transformers, contrib-
uted to eggshell thinning.)13

Canada began tightening restrictions on DDT in 1969, and pro-
duction and import were officially discontinued in 1985. In 1972, the
U.S. EPA imposed a nearly complete ban on the pesticide, due more
to political pressure rather than clear scientific evidence. This ban is
viewed as an important victory in the texts, a triumph of environ-
mental activism over the evils of modern technology. But some of the
consequences were unfortunate.

Pesticides that are more toxic to humans replaced DDT and they
had to be applied more often. These posed (and continue to pose) se-
rious dangers to farm workers.14
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In at least one country, Sri Lanka, a DDT spraying program,
which had virtually eliminated malaria in Sri Lanka, was stopped.
When Sri Lanka stopped using DDT, the number of malaria cases
rose again to 2.5 million in the years 1968–1969.15 Today, throughout
the world, malaria still kills between 1 and 2 million people per year.16

Apple Hysteria

One legacy of Silent Spring is periodic hysteria over small amounts
of chemicals. In early 1989, the CBS show “60 Minutes” called Alar,
a chemical used on apples, “the most potent cancer-causing agent in
our food supply.” And the elegant actress Meryl Streep appeared on
the Phil Donahue Show to alert parents to its dangers.

The U.S. EPA had been considering a ban on Alar because of an-
imal tests suggesting that it might be carcinogenic. But an environ-
mental group, the Natural Resources Defense Council, didn’t want to
wait for EPA to decide. It orchestrated a public relations campaign
against Alar that scared nearly everyone. Parents inundated pedia-
tricians with phone calls and schools stopped serving apples.

As the furor mounted, the EPA, the U.S. Food and Drug Admin-
istration, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture issued a statement
assuring parents that eating apples did not pose “an imminent haz-
ard” to children.17

Alar is a growth regulator, not a pesticide—it keeps apples on
trees so that they can stay crisp and attain a deep red color. It is reg-
ulated by the Pesticide Management Regulatory Agency in Canada,
and by the EPA in the United States.

While a few tests on animals had shown that it could cause tu-
mors in animals, the doses were so massive that some animals died
simply because the dose overwhelmed their systems, not because of
cancer.18 According to one source, a human being would have to eat
28,000 pounds (12,727 kilograms) of apples daily for seventy years to
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produce tumors like the ones the mice developed.19 Yet the Alar hys-
teria was so intense and the political pressures so great that the
manufacturer halted production.

Facts, Not Fears

What are the facts about pesticide residues? British researchers Ri-
chard Doll and Richard Peto are highly respected for their studies of
the causes of cancer.20 In 1986, they concluded that all environmental
pollution, taken together, may have contributed to 2 percent of all re-
cent cancer deaths. As for pesticide residues, they are “unimportant”
as an explanation for any cancer today, these experts said.21

Lifestyle, family history, and diet appear to have a lot more to do
with whether people develop cancer. When cancer rates in the Unit-
ed States are adjusted to take into account the changing age of the
population and to exclude the contribution of smoking, the risk of
cancer is either the same or decreasing.22 The Canadian Cancer Soci-
ety estimates that 35% of all cancers are related to unhealthy diet
(low in fruits and vegetables).23

It is ironic that people are so concerned about synthetic pesti-
cides and yet ignore natural ones. Plants produce natural toxins to
protect themselves against insects and other predators. When natu-
ral chemicals are tested on animals, some turn out to be carcinogen-
ic, just as do some synthetic chemicals. (About the same percentage
of the natural pesticides—about 50 percent—cause malignant tu-
mors in animals as do synthetic pesticides.)24 Based on animal tests,
coffee and cocoa, spices such as cinnamon and mustard, and fruits
such as pineapples and plums all have natural carcinogens.25

Plants that are naturally pest-resistant have higher concentra-
tions of natural pesticides.26 In fact, the U.S. 1996 National Research
Council report quoted earlier, which said we shouldn’t worry much
about chemicals in our foods, also stated that natural components
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may be of “greater concern” than synthetic ones.27 An Environment
Canada publication claims that the risk caused by drinking a daily
glass of apple juice produced from Alar-treated fruit would be 58
times less risky than consuming the natural carcinogens in one
mushroom.28

In creating and using synthetic pesticides, human beings can
control the amounts and kinds of pesticides that are used. When tox-
ins are made naturally by the plants themselves, humans cannot
control them very well.

Bruce Ames, a prominent biochemist at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley, and his colleague Lois Swirsky Gold point out
that people ingest about ten thousand times more of these natural
pesticides than synthetic ones!29 The reason that these don’t harm
us, they explain, is that “the many layers of general defenses in hu-
mans and other animals protect against toxins, without distinguish-
ing whether they are synthetic or natural.” These natural defenses
can’t tell whether toxins are plant-made or laboratory-made. They
protect humans against both.

Bans on pesticides may actually have serious health conse-
quences. An impressive array of studies indicates that fruits and veg-
etables reduce the risk of a number of cancers, and synthetic
pesticides have made a major contribution to health by reducing the
cost of producing fruits and vegetables.30 Prohibiting the use of many
chemicals is likely to decrease the supply and raise the price of fruits
and vegetables. This will reduce the consumption of these healthful
foods, especially by poor people.

Talking to Your Children

Agricultural chemicals can benefit society as well as have bad conse-
quences. That simple fact is often ignored in the textbooks. Here are
some questions that you can answer.
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♦ Do pesticides on our food cause cancer in humans?

This is very unlikely. While some scientists speculate that pesti-
cide residues can increase our risk of cancer, Canadian cancer
experts maintain that the public’s fear of chemicals is “out of
proportion to the risks.”31 Some pesticides have caused cancer-
ous tumors in animals, but it is difficult to know if humans
would react in similar ways. Also, those animals have usually
been fed enormous quantities of the pesticides.

♦ What was wrong with DDT?

The buildup of DDT in the environment may have contributed to
the serious decline in the numbers of birds such as falcons and
eagles. However, the claim that DDT is a human carcinogen is
not supported by the evidence.

Produce Prices: Grocery Stores versus Organic Food Stores 
(price in $CDN/lb)

Grocery Stores Organic Food Stores

Safeway IGA Capers On Broadway 
Specialty 
Foods*

Red Cabbage .49 .59 .99 .59

Bananas .69 .69 1.49 1.19

Russett Potatoes .59 .49 .99 .79

Yellow Onions .39 .49 1.79 .79

Golden Apples 1.29 1.19 1.99 1.39

MacIntosh Apples .79 .59 .99 1.19

Romaine Lettuce .79 .69 1.39 .99

Source: September 25, 1997; Vancouver, British Columbia)
* produce organic except lettuce
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♦ Should we buy only organic food?

No. There is no reason to believe that organic food is safer than
food grown and processed under the usual conditions. Naturally
pest-resistant crops have their own powerful toxins. Health ex-
perts emphasize the importance of eating fruits and vegetables,
and pesticides and herbicides help keep the costs of these foods
low and the supply high. Organic foods are often more expensive
than other foods, and this discourages people from eating them.

Activities for Parents and Children

Here are some activities that will help put agricultural chemicals
into perspective for your children.

At the Organic Food Store
Take your children to an organic food store. Have them look at the
fruits and vegetables, and record some of the prices. Then take them
to a regular grocery store and have them look at the appearance of
the same fruits and vegetables and record their prices. Discuss the
differences in price and quality. They might find something like
those in the table on page 238.

Explain to them that when farmers do not use pesticides, insects
destroy more of the crop. This lowers the supply and causes prices to
be higher. Also, since the quality is lower, demand for organic prod-
ucts is lower, and “organic” farmers cannot obtain the cost savings
that come from producing large quantities.

If all fruits and vegetables were as expensive as those in the or-
ganic food stores, families, especially poor families, would be less able
to afford them. Thus, these people would have poorer diets, which
would contribute to many health problems. You could call the Canadi-
an Cancer Society’s Cancer Information Service (1-888-939-3333) and
ask for its booklet “Healthy Eating: Reducing Your Risk of Cancer.”



240 Facts, Not Fear

At a Nursery or Garden Centre
Take your children to a nursery or garden centre. Show them the var-
ious pesticides and herbicides. Ask them to read (or read to them) the
safety instructions on the containers. These instructions are there to
ensure that the products are used safely to protect both the person
handling the chemicals and the environment. Explain to your chil-
dren that many products are dangerous if used improperly, but, if
used according to the instructions, the products are safe.

Agricultural Progress
The table on page 241 compares several characteristics of various
countries. They show the extent to which these countries use modern
farming methods, including tractors and fertilizers. Looking at the
data, your children will see that there seems to be a connection be-
tween modern farming methods and longer life expectancy and high-
er incomes. Explain to your children that many factors influence
income levels and life expectancy, but one important factor is the
abundance of inexpensive food provided by modern agriculture.
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Life Expectancy and Farming Methods

Country Life 
Expectancy 

1994

Tractors 
per Million 
Population

Million Tons of 
Fertilizer per 

Million Population

Annual per Capita 
Income 1991 
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