Pesticide Residues

By Patty McManus Huber

There’s a reason that both Nash Huber and Sid Maroney (see last week’s newsletter) left careers in chemistry for organic farming. After studying and working in chemistry for many years, they decided that keeping chemicals like herbicides and pesticides out of human food is critical.

A recent issue of Consumer Reports reveals unsafe levels of pesticide residues on most commercial fruits and vegetables, including many grown in the United States. The report scored produce based on how many samples contained pesticides, the average amount of pesticides, and the toxicity level of the pesticides found. 
The test data is from USDA testing, with foods prepared as they would be at home (bananas and oranges peeled, etc.). Each sample was a composite of about five pounds of produce. A score over 100 is cause for concern. Here are some of the worst scores:
	 Produce
	 Country of Origin*
	 

	 Peaches 
	North America 
	 4848 

	 Peaches
	Chile 
	 471

	 Winter Squash
	North America
	 1706 

	 Apples
	 North America
	 550

	 Pears
	 North America
	 435

	 Pears
	 Mexico
	 415

	 Spinach
	 North America
	 349

	 Spinach
	 Mexico
	 256

	 Grapes
	 North America
	 228

	 Grapes
	 Chile
	 339

	 Celery
	 North America
	 255

	 Green Beans
	 North America
	 222


Because pesticides are applied to produce at several points in the plant’s growth, even thorough washing is not enough to rid commercial fruits and vegetables of pesticide residues. 

Surprisingly, bananas, which used to be heavily dosed with pesticides, scored only four. One chemical, methyl parathion, accounts for more than 90 percent of the total toxicity load of peaches, apples, pears, green beans and peas. 

The high toxicity values for winter squash from the U.S. are almost entirely due to residues of dieldrin, a very toxic, carcinogenic insecticide that was banned 25 years ago, but persists in some agricultural soils. 

The data shows widespread use of illegal insecticides that are supposedly banned. It is commonly thought that imported foods from Mexico and South America are more contaminated than U.S. grown foods, but 11 of the 12 highest contaminated foods are U.S. grown.

*Food which has been transported over long distances is not only an inefficient use of fossil fuels, but also requires extensive use of waxes, fungicides and fumigants.
