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Aimee Mackay, 23, can, according to this story, no longer visit her
grandmother on her property on Queensland's Darling Downs when the pesticide
spraying of cotton is under way.
Don and Lynette Lucht are hoping no one plants cotton this summer near their
pony stud outside Dalby. Lynette Lucht was quoted as saying, "The smell of
the chemicals - it chokes you. You have to have a handkerchief around your
mouth. One of our pony foals just collapsed. But you don't get anywhere when
you complain. They accuse you of stirring. There's big dollars in cotton;
they don't want to rock the boat."
The story says that across the Darling Downs, residents are complaining of a
litany of maladies they blame on agricultural chemical contamination,
including lethargy, nausea and skin rashes. Some refuse to be named because
they are trying to sell properties.
And the problems are not confined to the Darling Downs, with one in 12 crop
farmers in NSW and Victoria suffering health problems from agricultural
chemicals.  There's mounting national evidence that poisoning from
agricultural chemicals may be a bigger problem than we think. But we don't
know because the records aren't there.
Although the Darling Downs is one of Australia's most intensively farmed
regions, Jane Hedger, the director of Queensland Health's Darling Downs
public health unit, was quoted as saying she can find no medical cases "with
a causational link to pesticides" from 1998 to the present. Hedger says no
figures are kept on chemical poisoning cases admitted to public hospitals.
"That would just create statistical nightmares for us."
However, further questioning of health officials in Brisbane reveals that 25
people were admitted to Darling Downs hospitals in the two years to June
2001 because of "accidental poisoning by or [from] exposure to pesticides" -
a rate of admission three times the average for hospitals statewide.
And the cases just keep on mounting: Louise Skidmore, a Darling Downs
farmer, lost $3000 when her organically grown lucerne was contaminated by
chemicals sprayed by her local council, which has admitted liability. "It's
bloody annoying that you put in so much effort and this happens," says
Skidmore.
Digby Cooper, a grazier from St George, had his property quarantined in 1998
when high levels of the cotton pesticide endosulfan were found in his
cattle. "There were cowboys in the industry who didn't care how they went
about spraying," he says.
As the anecdotal evidence grows, doctors specialising in environmental
medicine are calling for a national database of chemical poisoning cases to
determine the extent of the problem.
Mark Donohue, a Sydney doctor, is treating between 50 and 60 people a year
from rural NSW, Victoria and Queensland for agricultural chemical poisoning.
Despite growing public environmental awareness, Donohue says numbers are not
declining. "For every 1000 farmers out there, probably 80 or more are
measurably affected adversely by chemicals they are using," he says.
The story goes on to say that Dalby is the main town on the Darling Downs.
Sampling by the Queensland Natural Resources Department turned up residues
of an organophosphate, atrazine, of 12ug/L (micrograms per litre) in
November 2001 in Dalby's main weir, which supplies drinking water. The
"eco-trigger" recommended internationally for this chemical - the maximum
level to avoid adverse environmental effects - is 2ug/L.
The draft report of a recent review of atrazine by the federal chemical
monitoring agency, the National Registration Authority (NRA), says atrazine
"should not be detected in drinking water". Studies in the United States
suggest that even at low levels, atrazine hinders the reproductive ability
of frogs.
One Darling Downs farmer says tests of water samples from his rain tank last
year revealed levels of the organochlorine pesticide endosulfan of 18ug/L.
The maximum recommended level in drinking water in Australia is .05ug/L.
The farmer says he did not want to be named because "I've put this place on
the market. I've had enough".
The US recommends an eco-trigger for endosulfan of .003ug/L. In sampling in
the Gwydir River by the NSW Land and Water Conservation Department in
1999-2000, the median level of endosulfan was .02ug/l. Across the border in
Queensland, near Goondiwindi, it was .01ug/L.
The Natural Resources Department found traces of an organophosphate
herbicide, metolachlor, in the Condamine River in 90 per cent of samples
last year - up from 10 per cent in 1993. The US Environmental Protection
Agency is reviewing uses for the chemical, which it describes as a possible
human carcinogen.
Dr David Loschke, the NRA's principal scientist (agricultural chemicals),
was cited as saying the level of atrazine found in the Dalby weir is no
cause for concern, "although as a matter of principle we would not like to
see it in there". He says the NRA is continuing its review of uses for
atrazine.
Loschke says uses of endosulfan were restricted as a result of a recent
review, and the National Occupational and Health and Safety Commission is
looking at further restrictions. He was not aware that the US is reviewing
uses for metolachlor. "Australia does not allow uses for some chemicals
which the Americans cheerfully allow, just as they don't allow some uses we
do."
A Dalby-based environmental group, Eco Watch, describes the cotton industry
as the "major environmental offender" in relation to chemical contamination.
But Ralph Leutton, the policy manager of Cotton Australia, says changes to
industry practice in recent years have contained chemical contamination from
spray drift. Buffer zones had been established to protect properties
neighbouring cotton farms. "We have adopted best-practice management. We
can't help accidents occurring, but as an industry we are being very
responsible in the way we handle chemicals."
He notes that the industry is substantially reducing its dependence on
chemicals:
30 per cent of Australian-grown cotton is now genetically modified, with
plans to increase this to 100 per cent. From a protein toxic to some insects
found in soil bacterium, scientists isolated a gene which renders cotton
resistant to these insects. "The industry is very conscious and very wary
about how chemicals should be used," says Leutton.

