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Pesticides are currently a major public health 
problem, considering the size of the exposed 
population in pesticide plants and surrounding 
areas, in farming, in fighting endemics and other 
sectors, in the vicinity of farming areas, and ulti-
mately all of us, who are consumers of contami-
nated products. Between 2007 and 2011, accord-
ing to data from the Information System of Com-
pulsory Notification Conditions (SINAN), there 
was an increase of 67.4% of new non-fatal labor 
accidents due to pesticides, and the coefficient of 
intoxications had an overall increase of 126.8%, 
and was even higher among women (178%) 1. 
However, underdiagnosis and under-notification 
are widely acknowledged for acute cases – the 
limitation is even higher when it comes to the 
assessment of the chronic effects of pesticides 
–, which is explained by the gradual increase in 
consumption and intensification of use of such 
substances in Brazil.

The Brazilian pesticide market experienced a 
rapid expansion over the last decade (190%), at a 
pace of growth more than double that of the glob-
al market (93%), placing Brazil at the top of the 
world rank, since 2008. According to the Brazilian 
National Health Surveillance Agency (ANVISA) 2, 
for the 2010/2011 harvest, 936,000 tons were 
used, involving financial transactions of US$ 8.5 
billion among ten companies that control 75% of 
the market in the country. The permission for the 

use of transgenic seeds in crops, and their dis-
semination in farming areas are associated with 
increase in consumption, taking into account the 
intensive use of herbicides, accountable for 45% 
of the volume used, followed by fungicides (14%), 
and insecticides (12%).

The results of the Food Pesticide Residues 
Analysis Program, developed by ANVISA, show 
that in 2011 only 22% of the 1,628 samples ana-
lysed were free from these contaminants. Atten-
tion is drawn to the presence of at least two pes-
ticides that have never been registered in Brazil, 
azaconazole and tebufenpyrad, which suggest 
product smuggling 2 and lack of control of public 
policies. 

The management of water contamination 
for human use by the health surveillance system, 
regulated by Ordinance n. 2,914/2011 is limited to 
cities of the Southern and Southeastern regions 
of Brazil, which does not allow for the situation in 
the whole of the country to be known 3.

When considering the perspectives of future 
scenarios in relation to the use of pesticides in 
Brazil, one must look into the social disputes that 
exist, in which agents struggle for distinct, often 
contradictory, projects and interests, including 
ethical values that guide them.

On one hand, there are the social agents 
committed to the modernization of farming, 
according to the current trend of the interna-
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tional division of labor advocated by the major 
economic corporations, forcing Brazil and other 
Latin American and African countries towards a 
re-primarization of their economies and focus 
on the production of commodities. In this field, 
there are oligopolies of the chemical, metal-me-
chanics, and seed industries; big land owners, 
and an important participation of the financial 
sector. Supported by their economic and politi-
cal power, they foster strong ties with powerful 
segments of the State – executive, legislative, and 
judiciary branches – to exert influence in the 
sway of development policies, in the destination 
of public loans for agro-industrial complexes, in 
legislation de-regulation and flexibility. 

Science and technology policies and the 
training of human resources are also strongly in-
fluenced by these players, as exemplified by re-
search studies carried out by Embrapa, and the 
focus given at agricultural science courses in uni-
versities, or at federal education institutes. In ad-
dition, they still count on mass media to dissemi-
nate the ideas of the “Green Revolution”, which 
focus on the output increase of extensive single-
crop farming, mechanization, unavoidability 
of using chemical fertilizers and pesticides, ex-
panding the market even in family farming.

This farming model has led to the emer-
gence of super-plagues, causing massive eco-
nomic losses, pressures for allowing the imports 
of pesticides forbidden in the country, and the 
thwarting of the current Brazilian legislation on 
pesticide use. The Parliamentary Crop-Livestock 
Framing and the Brazilian Agriculture and Live-
stock Confederation (CNA) are acting powerful-
ly and in coordination on instrumental issues, 
such as territorial rights of Indians and slave-
descendants (PEC 215/2000), land reform, for-
ests, water, minerals, biodiversity, right to work 
and to health 4.

Law n. 12,873/13 and Decree n. 8,133/13, are 
clear in regulating the permission for importing, 
manufacturing, marketing and use of pesticides 
in case of fitossanitary and zoosanitary emer-
gencies, to be granted only by the Ministry of Ag-
riculture, Livestock and Supplies (MAPA), waiv-
ing the assessment by health, and environment 
bodies. Currently being discussed in the Senate 
is PLS 209/2013, that establishes that a single 
body will be in charge of assessing pesticides, 
similarly to the procedures regarding transgenic 
seeds at the National Technical Committee on 
Biosafety (CTNBio) that has never refused a re-
quest made by the industry.

Another element that helps design future 
scenarios concerning the model of develop-
ment and its implication on public health are 
the MAPA 2020/2021 estimates 5 that project an 

increase in the production of commodities for 
exports of 55% for soy beans, 56.46% for corn, 
and 45.8% for sugar, compared to 2011. As these 
are chemical-dependent single-crop farming, 
the current contamination trends should deep-
en and expand.

On the other hand, this model causes impacts 
that are perceived by segments of the Brazilian 
society that do not sit still. The Permanent Cam-
paign Against Pesticides and For Life currently 
brings together more than one hundred social 
organizations, and since 2011 it has been devel-
oping communications, training, and political 
connection actions, disclosing the problem and 
expanding the discussions; such was the inten-
tion, for instance, of the production and dissem-
ination of videos like Silvio Tendler’s O Veneno 
Está na Mesa I and II (The Poison is at the Table 
I and II).

The Abrasco Report 6 makes public the com-
mitment of public health professionals in mak-
ing available for society the scientific evidence 
of agrochemical hazards, with significant impact 
in the academic milieu, in the media and among 
social movements.

The concern and indignation originated in 
this process led to the following question: is there 
another way for agriculture and the production 
of food? It is aligned with the ideas of the Interna-
tional Peasants’ Movement Via Campesina that 
designed a food sovereignty proposition that res-
onates in the discussions on food and nutrition 
safety held at the Food Safety National Council 
(CONSEA), leading to a striking document sent to 
President Dilma Rousseff 7, and the National Fo-
rum for Fighting Pesticide Effects, among other 
recipients.

This setting also fosters the development of 
the agroecologic field, particularly reflected in 
the National Articulation of Agroecology (ANA) 
and in the Brazilian Association of Agroecology 
(ABA): “Over the past few years, the expansion 
of the agroecological experience, the consolida-
tion of successful cases in which the principles of 
agroecology were applied in all regions of Brazil, 
the systematizations showing the positive im-
pact and the multifunctionality of agroecology, 
the struggle to ascertain the ways of life and of 
production of traditional populations provided a 
fertile ground for a strategy that gave more public 
visibility of agroecology to other segments of soci-
ety, particularly in urban areas. [...] Agroecology is 
more clearly seen in the agenda of social peasants’ 
movements, and was highlighted in the Unitary 
Meeting of Workers and People of the Country, the 
Waters and Forests” 4 (p. 4).

These groups organized, in May 2014, the III 
National Meeting of Agroecology, which gath-
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ered more than 2,000 farmers, experts and re-
searchers, played a major role in the approval 
of Decree n. 7,794/2012 that established the Na-
tional Policy of Agroecology and Organic Farm-
ing, and they remain organized to pressure and 
to collaborate with different sections of the gov-
ernment accountable for the implementation of 
the National Plan of Agroecology and Organic 
Farming (Planapo), which includes a National 
Plan to Reduce Pesticide Use. Abrasco has a seat 
at the National Committee that establishes the 
guidelines and monitors the implementation of 
the Plan (CNAPO), and also in the Work Group 
that will plan the reduction of pesticide use.

These facts indicate that discussions between 
the different perspectives on pesticide use will be 
stirred up, in a deeply asymmetrical dispute, con-
sidering the economic, political, and production 
might of those who intend to move towards a he-
gemonic development project. However, distinct 
forces are gathering up, advocating caution and 
health promotion, thus contributing to new per-
spectives for the future. Aligned with these ideas, 
the critical stand of researchers, professors, and 
health practitioners may positively help in the 
course to be taken.
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