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SPRING INTO ACTION

Bay Area Stormwater Agencies Ask Consumers to Exercise Caution 

When Choosing Pesticides

April 20, 2010—Spring has sprung. With Spring comes new life and new opportunities to make better decisions for your yard and garden and for the environment. 

With all the new growth, pests are not far behind. As gardeners figure out how to keep pests from bugging them too much, the Bay Area Stormwater Management Agencies Association (BASMAA) is asking consumers to make careful choices when purchasing pest control products.

After the highly publicized voluntary recalls of diazinon and chlorpyrifos (Dursban) as home and garden pesticides, consumers could easily think that most products on store shelves are safer. But this is not the case. In the wake of the recalls a new class of pesticides has come into prominence: pyrethroids.

“We have a situation where some highly toxic chemicals were taken off the market only to be replaced by newer—and just as toxic—chemicals,” says James Scanlin, chair of BASMAA. “It’s a vicious cycle that can leave consumers very confused and has a negative impact on the environment.”

Pyrethroids are a class of pesticide designed to kill a wide variety of pests, such as lawn grubs and ants. But pyrethroids are also highly toxic to beneficial insects like ladybugs, earthworms, and lacewings, which help to keep problem pests in-check. Once beneficial bugs are eliminated, pests are free to multiply without the natural checks and balances that beneficial insects provide. According to a 2010 report prepared for the San Francisco Estuary Project, pyrethroid pesticides “remain the highest priority….because they have been linked to widespread toxicity in California surface waters.” 

“Pyrethroids came into wider use after bans on chlorpyrifos and diazinon took effect,” explains Mr. Scanlin “They are found in easily over 900 products.” Yard and garden pesticides are a particular problem when it comes to stormwater pollution. Once they wash off from rain and watering, pesticides flow into storm drains, polluting local creeks and the Bay, harming fish and other aquatic life.

BASMAA, a consortium of stormwater programs in the San Francisco Bay region, wants to help residents make less-toxic choices while maintaining beautiful yards and gardens. 

BASMAA offers these tips when dealing with garden pests:

• Try less-toxic methods before making a purchase. Go to OurWaterOurWorld.org for tips and information. Sometimes biological controls (like bringing beneficial bugs into your yard and garden) can do the trick without any chemicals. 

• Read labels. The word “pyrethroid” will not appear on a label, but look out for the following active ingredients: permethrin, bifenthrin, cyfluthrin, cypermethrin, deltamethrin, lambdacyhalothrin, and tralomethrin. A quick tip: active ingredient names ending in “-thrin” are usually in the pyrethroid class. The exception to this is pyrethrin which is produced naturally from the chrysanthemum flower – though can still be toxic to aquatic life. To download a free pocket guide that gives examples of products without pyrethroids, go to OurWaterOurWorld.org 

• When shopping, seek out the least toxic products. Look for shelf signs with the Our Water, Our World name and logo, which call out the best choices in each category. Participating stores include Orchard Supply Hardware, Sloat Garden Centers, Ace Hardware Stores, Home Depot, and many other local nurseries and garden centers. To find a store near you, go to OurWaterOurWorld.org. 
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