Environmental Close-Up: Politics and the Control of Ethylene Dibromide (EDB)

Since the 1940s, ethylene dibromide (EDB) has been used as a fumigant to protect stored grain from insect pests.  More recently, it has been used to fumigate milling machinery and kill nematodes in the soil.  It has also been used as a fumigant in fruit shipments to prevent the transportation of insect pests from one part of the world to another.

It was originally thought that EDB dissipated and was not a health hazard.  However, residues were found in grain and fruits, and were also reported in drinking water from wells in areas where EDB was used as a soil fumigant.  In the 1970s, it was shown that EDB causes cancer in rats and mice at levels of twenty parts per million.


In 1977, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency first sought to control use of EDB, but manufacturers and users effectively fought its prohibition until September 1984, when the EPA succeeded in banning the use of EDB as a soil fumigant.


When the EPA banned the use of EDB, it was required by law to purchase the remaining stocks of the material from the manufacturers and to dispose of them at its own expense.  (This feature of the law was lobbied for very strongly by pesticide manufacturers.)  In March 1988, the EPA incinerated the remaining approximately 1.3 million liters of the EDB it had acquired when it banned the substance.  The EPA had already paid $2.5 million for these stocks and disposing of them properly cost several million more.  The requirement that the EPA acquire and dispose of banned pesticides has had a significant impact on the agency’s ability to function.
