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INTRODUCTION
This booklet is designed for small-scale/emerging farmers in South Africa in order to raise awareness about
the health implications of exposures to pesticides.  Farmers use a variety of pesticides to protect their crops
from pests and diseases, as well as to promote growth and productivity.  However, exposures to these pesticides
can cause immediate and/or long-term health effects.  Pesticides not only can cause harm to the person using
them, but also to others, the soil, water, “good” insects, and other plants. These various harms, both in the short
and long term, will have costs for farmers from lost working time, medical expenses, and limited productivity.

The information in this booklet is meant to help farmers identify the dangers of exposures to harmful pesticides
and to assist in enhancing exposure protection by providing much needed information. Access to information
for farmers is limited.  The risk information on pesticide labels is complex and difficult for farmers to understand
and apply.

We hope that the information in this booklet will assist small-scale farmers to protect themselves, others (especially
children) and the environment from the negative effects associated with pesticide use and exposures.  Remember
– never use a product before you know what the risks are.  Read the label or find someone who can read
the label for you.  Do not use products for which there is no label. Also, always check first if there is a less-
toxic/hazardous alternative available to control the pest problem you are having.          .

Agriculture which relies on chemicals for pest control has negatively impacted on our environment, biodiversity
and the health of farmers. The booklet promotes sustainable agriculture as an approach and practice suitable
for small-scale farmers. Agro-ecology, the foundation of a sustainable agricultural approach, incorporates an
environmentally, economic and socially sensitive approach to agriculture. It is hoped that the information contained
in the booklet will stimulate farmers to exercise their right to food sovereignty. This is, the right of farmers and
others to produce food that is healthy and culturally relevant through sustainable and sound agricultural
production.

Use the resources section at the end of this booklet for alternatives, and more information on pesticides and
pesticide health effects.
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WHAT ARE PESTICIDES?

“Pesticides” are different types of chemicals used to kill pests (e.g., insects, moulds, rats, snails, weeds)
in order to minimize their impact on agriculture, health and other human interests.  For example, insecticides
are chemicals used to destroy unwanted insects; fungicides are chemicals that destroy moulds; herbicides
are chemicals used to kill weeds or unwanted grasses; and rodenticides are chemicals used to kill rats
and mice.  All pesticides are toxic as they are meant to kill/destroy the pest. However, the pesticide does
not know what or who is the pest and what or who is not.  Therefore pesticides can harm humans, plants,
water, soil and “good” insects that are not the pest.

Not all pesticides kill in the same way.  Pesticides kill by disrupting or interfering with some vital function
of the pest needed for it to survive. This is called the pesticide’s mode of action. For example, the mode
of action of many insecticides is interfering with the insect’s nervous system. It is important to know a
pesticide’s mode of action, as this is the same way in which human’s could be harmed by pesticides.
Therefore, pesticides can be very dangerous to humans.

Pesticide formulations are made up of the active ingredient and inerts. Active ingredients prevent, destroy,
repel, or mitigate any pest and are from one of the following pesticide classes: Organophosphates,
Organochlorines, Carbamates, Organobromides, Inorganics, Phenoxy herbicides, Insect Growth Regulators,
and Pyrethroids.  Inerts  are any pesticide ingredients other than an active ingredient. They are used as
solvents, surfactants, diluents, carriers, catalysts, synergists, intensifiers, and more than 30 other uses.
Some inerts are also toxic.
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