SWAT! Don’t Spray!

Last year in the summer, I read an article in the local paper about the Butte County Mosquito and Vector Control District (the District).  It stated, “Vector Control were to begin spraying Tuesday night.” And yet, this story came out the following day, Wednesday.  The article referred to, “the map,” yet, included no indication about how to access the map.  In the article, Jim Camy, then manager of the District, was quoted saying, “If people are concerned about the spray, they should go indoors and close their windows.”  May I ask, how are people to go indoors if they do not know they are being sprayed?  I called the District and was told that earlier in the year they put out a press release stating they would be spraying in the summer months.  No specifics, no timeframes, just a heads up.  I decided to write a letter to the Board of the District to express my concerns about their inadequate notification system, requested they contact me to let me know how they would be addressing my concerns, and never heard back from them.  Their lack of responsiveness was very disconcerting.

As time went on, I began hearing of numerous other citizens who were also concerned about the lack of an adequate notification system.  After calling the District, several people said they felt the District minimized the pesticide’s potential harmful effects, and emphasized Pyrethrins are derived from flowers—Chrysanthemum flowers, and stated that they are ‘safe.’  They felt the District was not receptive to their concerns.

Earlier this year, I gathered with a group of citizens, united by our concerns.  We decided to do some research and address the District’s Board of Trustees (BOT) at their monthly meeting to express five main concerns: 

1) Inadequate notification system and inadequate focus on prevention/education: We believe it is essential to have a mechanism to notify people as well as an increased focus on education.  We made suggestions: website, email, phone calls, mailers, billboards, radio, TV, etc.

2) Adverse ecological impacts: killing non-target species including predators of mosquitoes such as dragonflies, wasps, and others; undermining of the food chain that may affect bird, bat, fish, amphibian and other animal populations; possible contribution to the honeybee colony collapse disorder.  Additionally, repeated pesticide application has the risk of breeding pesticide-resistant mosquitoes, ultimately requiring more potent and higher doses of pesticides to achieve the same results.  Development of resistance to pyrethroids is documented in a wide variety of target pests.1
3) Human Health and Safety: Pyrethrin products contribute to public health issues, both acute and chronic, such as cancer, asthma, reproductive damage, learning disabilities and more.  Piperonyl Butoxide (PBO) is a chemical in the product the District uses that acts as a synergist to enhance the pesticides effectiveness.  It has been classified by the EPA as a group C carcinogen.2  It is also a suspected liver, neuro-3 and reproductive toxicant in humans.4

4) Effectiveness: Aerial and ground fogging in urban areas for adult mosquitoes is not proven as an effective way to control mosquito populations or the spread of West Nile virus.  The California Center for Disease Control has stated that pesticide spraying of adult mosquitoes is the least effective method of management; the EPA goes on to state that outdoor residential misting systems have not yet been studied sufficiently to document their effectiveness in controlling mosquitoes, nor have they been scientifically proven to control or prevent the spread of West Nile virus or other diseases.5  Across the country, many communities have chosen not to spray adulticides, including Washington, D.C. and Fort Worth, TX, and have done as well as, or better, in regards to West Nile virus infection rates when compared to nearby communities that did spray.6

5) Cost Effectiveness: Pesticides and ground spraying programs are expensive. Our group advocates for the use of an Integrated Pest Management (IPM) approach that utilizes regular monitoring to determine if and when treatments are needed and employs physical, mechanical, cultural, biological, and educational methods to keep pest numbers at a tolerable level.7


At the meeting the District listened to the group’s concerns and acknowledged them.  One of the Trustees said he wished they’d bring back DDT due to its efficacy, and relayed it had not been used correctly at the time. At that point, we realized we were coming from divergent perspectives and that trying to influence the District to eliminate using toxic pesticides was going to be a challenge.  

We decided on a name: Safety Without Added Toxins (SWAT).  Our goals: 1) A no-spray community, 2) Non-toxic mosquito control, 3) Local officials and the public supportive of non-toxic mosquito control.  In order to educate the public and gather support, SWAT members tabled the Thursday Night and Saturday Farmers Markets.  Our group members regularly attend the West Nile Virus Task Force meetings and the District’s Board of Trustees meetings.  We created a petition for people to sign that has a dual purpose: gather signatures from those opposed to spraying and provide the District with contact information of citizens to be placed on their spray notification list.  We presented the petition to the District at one of their meetings and continue to do so as we receive them.  

We received invaluable assistance from Paul Schramski, the California Director of Pesticide Watch (www.pesticidewatch.org), who provided us with information and gave us tips on how to organize effectively.  He connected us with Lyon’s books of Chico where we met Will Allen who introduced his book The War on Bugs.  In the book, Allen exposes the smoking guns of chemical companies’ marketing campaigns that have pushed toxic pesticides and fertilizers on America’s and the world’s farmers for more than 150 years. Allen simultaneously documents the waves of resistance put forth by farmers, consumers, and activists, pushing back against each new generation of “scientific” promises for better living through chemistry.

SWAT hosted a community meeting, with Paul Schramski as the keynote speaker, to help educate the public.  He relayed how there is little to no evidence that fogging for adult mosquitoes reduces the threat of West Nile Virus, and in fact, may contribute to a whole host of adverse impacts to both humans and the environment.  Given that 3 million pounds of pesticides are applied annually in Butte County, Paul questions the wisdom of adding additional chemicals to the “soup.”  He advocates focusing on Integrated Pest Management (IPM) practices.  IPM emphasizes current, comprehensive information on the life cycles of pests and their interaction with the environment. This information, in combination with available pest control methods, is used to manage pest damage by the most economical means, and with the least possible hazard to people, property, and the environment.  Education and personal responsibility is key.

When SWAT was originally formed, the District did not have a website.  After making several requests for a site that would include a notification sign-up, the District launched their website August 22nd of this year.  It contains information including: spray schedules, maps, pesticide information, notification sign-up, and other pertinent info.  We will continue to monitor their notification process to ensure its adequacy. While many of us would prefer NOT to be fogged at all, at the very minimum, we believe it is our RIGHT TO KNOW when and where and with what products we will be fogged.  At the very least, we should be able to protect our selves, our families, our pets, and the environment.

During our research we learned that there are several other communities across the nation who have been successful in protecting themselves and their environment by becoming “No Spray” communities, such as Fort Worth and Tarrant County, Texas; Washington, D.C.; Clark County, Washington; Lyndhurst, Ohio; and Rutherford County, Tennessee, among others.  There are a variety of reasons to establish a no spray community: spraying adulticides is ineffective as many mosquitoes are not hit, hiding in bushes, trees, etc. and larvae will continue to thrive, soon producing more adults; adding harmful chemicals to the environment can have unwanted effects to both air and water, not to mention non-target species; residents with respiratory problems such as asthma would be in danger.  Asthma and allergies are two health problems exacerbated by exposure to pesticides. Last but not least: the fear of lawsuits.  

In areas where West Nile virus is endemic, it is estimated that less than 1% of mosquitoes carry the disease, and individuals bitten by a virus-carrying mosquito have a one in 300,000 chance of getting sick.  Of those, only one in 150 persons infected will develop a more serious form of the disease.  While we don’t wish to downplay the seriousness of the disease, we feel that the District should continue and build on its efforts of larval-stage mosquito population control and greatly expand its public education efforts as alternatives to aerial and ground fogging for adult mosquitoes.  We need to use safer, more effective methods to control the mosquito that causes WNV.  We believe the financial, environmental and human health costs of using aerial and ground fogging of pesticides far outweigh the benefits of their use.  

SWAT can be contacted at SWAT@pesticidewatch.org or call 566.0181 or 891.6424.  The California Wellness Foundation provides funding for BEC’s participation in SWAT. To be placed on the District’s notification list, call 530.533.6038 (from Oroville, Richvale, Biggs, Gridley, Berry Creek), or 530.342.7350 (from Chico, Paradise, Cohasset, Forest Ranch), or visit the District’s website at www.bcmvcd.com
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