PESTICIDE POISONING IN CALIFORNIA

The California Environmental Protection Agency’s Department of Pesticide Regulation (DPR) maintains a surveillance program for illnesses and injuries related to pesticide exposure, and uses the data to help focus its regulatory efforts. To validate this important regulatory data source and refine understanding of factors that lead to pesticide poisoning, we collected information from three separate systems in which routinely assigned codes identify cases to which pesticide exposure may have contributed: death certificates, hospital inpatient discharges, and poison control consultations. 

The National Center for Health Statistics assigns ICD-9 codes to all United States death certificates, and California hospitals use the clinical modification of ICD-9 to characterize their discharges. We identified 17 ICD-9 codes that we expected to find applied only to pesticides, and another 84 codes we thought could reflect pesticide exposure. Poison control centers use a proprietary coding system in which several dozen codes identify categories of products that include pesticides.

We identified events of potential interest from each source for the period 1994 – 1996, and reviewed original documents to determine when, where, and how pesticide exposures lead to health effects that motivate medical consultation. Those documents consisted of coroners’ investigations of fatalities, hospital medical records, and the case notes recorded at two of the six poison control centers that served California during the study period. After abstracting these documents, we merged all the cases that documented any consideration of pesticides as etiologic agents into a central file along with records from the DPR surveillance program. Results of analysis are expected by August, 2001.
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