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Are low doses of weed & insect
killers hitting our children when
they are least able to fight back?

By Brian DeVore

arren Porter, thankfully, likes

to use down-to-earth

analogies to describe
~omplicated concepts.

« That’s good, because the University of

Wisconsin professor of zoology and
environmental toxicology is often
speaking about a subject that is anything
but simple: the effects of pesticides on
developing biological systems. Or, to put
it plainly, what might happen when a baby
is exposed to weed and insect killers
while still curled up deep in the womb?

Well, try this sample explanation on
for size: “During a two day window, key
parts of the brain are developed in a
baby,” says Porter. “If the mom is struck
by certain chemicals at that window of
opportunity, it may affect development
permanently.”

Or this: “Imagine if you are a boxer
standing in the ring and a professional
fighter steps in. He smiles at you and
holds out his hands so you relax. Then he
punches you in the gut. That’s like a
sudden short-term exposure to toxic
chemicals. We get punched in the gut
when our chemical defenses are down.”

Scientists like Porter are becoming
increasingly alarmed about the possibility
that even low levels of pesticide exposure
at key points in the development of a

hild may negatively affect his or her
\"ability to learn, reproduce or just plain get
along with others. It’s a relatively new,
contentious theory that has the scientific
community agreeing on only one point:

not nearly enough research has been donc
in this area.

It has huge implications for an agricul-
tural system that has become more
dependent than ever on the use of pest-
killing chemicals. Despite more precise
spraying techniques and chemical
industry rhetoric about a kinder, gentler
“crop protection” system, we are pouring
on more pesticides than ever. In 1995, a
record 1.2 billion pounds of pesticides
were used on this country’s farm fields
(three-quarters of all pesticides are used in
agriculture), more than twice as much as
was used when Rachel Carson’s Silent
Spring sounded the alarm about pesticides
and biological systems three decades ago.
The Midwest is ground zero for this
increased use. More than 90 percent of
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