
 

California unveils strictest rules on pesticide
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In this Sept. 27, 2012 photo provided by the California Department of Pesticide
Regulation, workers test soil in Yuba City, Calif. The California Strawberry
Commission announced Tuesday, Jan. 13, 2015, awards totaling more than $1
million in recent state and federal research grants to advance the scientific
knowledge on sustaining healthy soils to control plant diseases, and reduce the
need for soil fumigation. The research will focus on evaluation of experimental
soilborne disease management systems using biologically active soil treatments.
(AP Photo/California Department of Pesticide Regulation)
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California farmers now must abide by the nation's strictest rules for a
widely used pesticide in a change designed to protect farmworkers and
people who live and work near agricultural fields but is likely to raise
prices on produce.

The restrictions announced Wednesday target chloropicrin, a pesticide
injected into the ground before planting crops such as strawberries,
tomatoes and almond orchards. In recent years, the chemical has caused
hundreds of people to suffer from irritated eyes, coughing fits and
headaches, state officials said.

The new regulations surpass standards required by U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency.

Brian Leahy, director of the California Department of Pesticide
Regulation, said Tuesday that the higher standard is needed in
California, the nation's leading agricultural producer and most populated
state, where farms are often next to people. Costs are sure to rise for
farmers, who will pass it along to consumers, but Leahy said it is worth
it.

"It is burdensome," Leahy said. "But if we're going to use these tools,
we've got to ensure that they're used as safely as possible."

Under the new regulation, farmers are limited to applying the pesticide
on up to 40 acres in one day, a reduction of 75 percent. It also expands
the distance between fields and human activity—in some cases to double
the distance. Farmers who use upgraded tarps to cover their fields while
applying the pesticide can follow less stringent regulations, said officials.

Farmers use about 5 million pounds of the pesticide a year, most heavily
in the Central Valley counties of San Joaquin and Fresno and along the
coast in Monterey, Santa Barbara, Santa Cruz and Ventura counties.
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The state has been talking with growers for more than a year about the
new standards and will immediately begin implementing them, with full
compliance required by 2016.

The state documented 787 people as suffering from exposure to the
pesticide drifting through the air between 2002 and 2011, according to
the most recent records. In 2013, 19 people picking raspberries in
Monterey County were sickened, and in 2012, 15 people in their homes
and two firefighters near a Ventura County strawberry field reported
irritated eyes, officials said.

California farmers fear that tighter restrictions will increase the costs of
their fruits and vegetables, potentially driving the market out of state or
the country. Almond and grape growers use chloropicrin once every 20
to 30 years when they plant a new orchard or vineyard, but California's
strawberry growers, who use it each season, may be hit hardest.

California produces 88 percent of the nation's strawberry crop,
supporting a $2.3 billion industry, said Carolyn O'Donnell, a
spokeswoman for the California Strawberry Commission.

It will cost the state's strawberry growers an estimated $20 million to buy
upgraded tarps to cover their crops and comply with the standards, she
said.

"Farmers and their families live near their farms and work in their fields
and care deeply about protecting the safety of their workers, neighbors
and communities," O'Donnell said.

© 2015 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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