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New Quebec legislation that allows
aerial spraying of pesticides if the West
Nile virus (WNV) becomes a public
health hazard has angered environ-
mentalists. They say the risks associ-
ated with the virus do not justify pesti-
cide use.

Edith Smeesters, a biologist who
heads the 1000-member Coalition for
Alternatives to Pesticides (www.cap-
quebec.com), says the risk posed by the
virus is minuscule. Smeesters says aerial
spraying of malathion, the pesticide
Quebec is planning to use, means that
people will be unable to avoid it. She
adds that the proposed spraying is pos-
turing designed to demonstrate that the
government is doing something to com-
bat the virus, which killed 7 people in
New York City in 1999 (see CMAJ
2000;163[7]:878).

The virus itself usually circulates in
a bird-mosquito-bird cycle that can
spill over into humans. (Dead crows are
one of the major signs that WNV has
arrived.)

The Quebec government has taken
a better-safe-than-sorry stance in
preparing for its arrival. “We won-
dered how we would act if [the virus]
actually arrived and we realized we
didn’t have the capacity to act quickly,”
said Dr. Monique Douville-Fradet, the
provincial epidemiologist. “If we aren’t
prepared we will be accused of doing
nothing.” 

She says aerial pesticide spraying, de-
signed to kill the mosquitoes that act as
the vector, would be a last resort. “We
don’t want to do it,” she says. “We have
to be convinced of a sustained transmis-
sion in time and location.”

The spraying is made possible by
Bill 15, which was passed by the Que-
bec National Assembly in June. It over-
rides other legislation, including munic-
ipal pesticide bans (there are 10 in the
Montreal area alone) and Ministry of
Environment rules requiring special
permits for aerial spraying.

Although the virus can prove fatal,
mainly among elderly or immunosu-
pressed people, it often causes little
more than mild fever and headache.
The virus has now been found in 12 US

states; in Canada it is most likely to
spread to Ontario and Quebec, and pos-
sibly Manitoba and the Atlantic
provinces. Health Canada has issued
surveillance information (www.hc-
sc.gc.ca/hpb/lcdc/bid/wnv/).

Malathion is approved for use in
both the US and Canada and is used
routinely to control mosquitoes in
Winnipeg. It is highly toxic to fish and
aquatic invertebrates. Last summer it
killed thousands of lobsters on the US
eastern seaboard, spawning lawsuits
from commercial fishermen.

Douville-Fradet is pushing for ap-
proval of resmethrin, a synthetic
pyrethroid that is being used in New
York City’s program against WNV.
Health Canada’s Pest Management Reg-
ulatory Agency (PMRA) refused to give
Quebec emergency approval for aerial
use of resmethrin because another
product — malathion — is already
available.

Richard Aucoin, chief registrar at
the PMRA, isn’t surprised that Quebec
is taking steps to deal with the virus.
“It’s probably safest to overreact than
underreact,” he says. 

“When the first crow dies it will be
quite interesting,” adds Douville-
Fradet. “Once the virus is here, people’s
attitudes [about spraying pesticides] will
change.” — Barbara Sibbald, CMAJ

Quebec clears way for use of aerial pesticides
to combat West Nile virus

Will West Nile virus threat change atti-
tudes toward aerial spraying?
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The Canadian asbestos industry fears
that Chile’s ban on importing asbestos,
which came into effect July 12, may
have a domino effect on other nations
in the Americas. The Asbestos Insti-
tute, a Montreal-based nonprofit orga-
nization funded by industry, labour and
government, says it was unable to make
a presentation on the safe use of
chrysotile asbestos to the Chilean gov-
ernment, although it tried to for 3
years. “Their mind was made up,” said
Denis Hamel, the executive director.

Even though Chile accounts for less
than 1% of Canada’s asbestos sales, this
is the first ban imposed by a Latin Amer-
ican country. Hamel worries it could set
a precedent. “Colombia and Brazil are
looking at regulating on a scientific basis
but this might not be the case elsewhere.
We worry about a domino effect.”

Chile’s ban came after years of lob-
bying by environmentalists, unions and
victims of asbestos-related diseases. The
deaths of 98 Chileans have been linked
to the mineral. Hamel claims these
groups’ efforts were financially sup-
ported by a Belgian company that pro-
duces an alternative to asbestos.

Chile isn’t acting alone: 10 of the 15
European Union (EU) states have al-
most completely prohibited the use of
asbestos and the EU is considering
eliminating virtually all use of
chrysotile asbestos by 2005; France
once accounted for 16% of Canada’s
export market but now imports none.

Canada is the world’s top exporter
of chrysotile asbestos and the second-
largest producer, after Russia and the
former Soviet republics. In 1998
Canada produced 320 000 tonnes of
chrysotile asbestos, or 20% of world
output. The industry employs more
than 2000 Canadians and is worth
about $250 million annually.

Both the industry and Health
Canada claim chrysotile asbestos can be
used safely if processed properly, but
there is still debate within the scientific
community about the risks posed
(CMAJ 2001;164[4]:453;489-90;491-
4;495-7). — Barbara Sibbald, CMAJ

Chile bans asbestos,
others to follow?


