NEED FOR A COHERENT PESTICIDE POLICY IN INDIA

Introduction: Pesticides use and the associated adverse health effects are a major  public health issue in India. The use of pesticides grew from 460 tons in 1955, to 46,000 tons by 1970, and  was reported to be 92,726  tones in 1996-97. Acute health effects like poisonings, and long term health affects on reproductive and nervous systems, have been documented. Continued use of 33 banned pesticides, as admitted by Indian Government in the lower house of parliament on December  5, 2000, such as endosulfan, lindane, aldicarb etc., raises concern.

Statistics: Pesticide exposure/poisoning result in thousands of deaths each year in India. The number of such cases is increasing and  the pattern is changing. In seventies, copper sulfate, organophorous compounds, and barbiturates were the major contributors to poisonings. By 1985, organophosphates emerged as the main evil. Aluminum phosphide was the single  most important agent. In last five years, endosulfan poisoning cases have increased. Low and middle income groups, and those in the age group of 21 –30 years, are   the usual victims. Suicidal and accidental causes are common. A variety of psychological stressors act as triggers in suicidal poisonings. The accidental cases result form lack of  education, and understanding of the lethality of such agents. Occupational poisoning is less frequently documented. 

This paper examines the  grim pesticide scenario in India, where easy availability of toxic pesticides, lack of health education, absence of any occupational health and safety legislation to protect agriculture workers  numbering 190 million, is causing a disaster in slow motion. There is need to urgently come up with new policy   initiatives to combat the situation.
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