
A N N o T

On January 18,1987, no cartons of Haitian mangoes
arrived in Miami-one of approximately one million
shipments of imported fresh fruits and vegetables that
will enter the United States this year. It is an aspect of
trade that could 'be quite literally doing us serious
harm. This "notice of sampling," obtained through a
.Freedorn of Information Act request, was completed
by a Food and Drug Administration inspector as part
of the agency's effort to monitor food imports for pes-
ticide contamination. Twenty-five percent of the
fruits we consume, and 6 percent of the vegetables,
are imported. According to the General Accounting
Office, imported produce is twice as likely to contain
"illegal pesticide residues"-traces of banned pesti-
cides or excessive amounts of approved ones-as do-
mestic produce. Yet samples such as this are taken
from less than 1 percent of aU shipments entering the
country.

The United States imports produce from nearly 100
countries. Much of this produce comes from poor
countries where knowledge of proper pesticide use
may be limited and regulations weak-or simply
where export income is valued over compliance with
U. S. health standards. These countries frequently
serve as dumping grounds for carcinogenic U.S.-man-
ufactured pesticides such as lindane, BHC, DDT, and
dieldrin-"boomerang poisons" that have been
banned here but enter our food supply through con-
taminated food imports. One third of aU pesticides
sold abroad by American companies are either
banned, restricted, or unregistered for use at home.
U.S. regulations are so lax that companies are not al-
ways required to disclose the destination of their pes-
ticide exports.

The FDA allows the import of mangoes from Haiti
and other Caribbean countries that use the fruit-fly
pesticide ethylene dibromide (EDB), even though the
poison is so harmful its use is banned domestically.
The reason is less environmental than geopolitical. In
1985 the State Department urged the Environmental
Protection Agency to "take another look" at its plans
to ban all EDB-tainted imports: it suggested an ex-
emption for Caribbean mangoes because of the re-
gion's "great strategic importance to the U.S." (Haiti
exports about $9 million worth of mangoes to the
United States each year.) The proposed restriction
was subsequently abandoned.
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The "port of entry" is where the decision is made to
sample a particular food shipment-providing, of
course, that the FDA is on the job. In Miami, the
FDA reviews each shipment to determine whether to
take a sample-a patently sensible procedure, yet one
that is not universally practiced. In Nogales, Arizona,
for instance, where much of the Mexican produce
sold in this country crosses the border, the FDA is not
present two days a week. Shipments arriving on those
days generally proceed without FDA review.

Because almost all imported mangoes contain ethyl-
ene dibrornide, all mango shipments are sampled for
the level of EDB, which cannot exceed the "safe" lev-
el of thirty parts per billion. But if the FDA has no
reason to suspect the presence of a specific pesticide
in a food import, it will generally use one of five
multi-residue tests capable of detecting at most 123 of
the 600 pesticides in use worldwide. At least thirty-
three pesticides, for which the FDA requires continu-
ous to periodic monitoring, cannot be detected by the
standard multi-residue tests. Moreover, FDA risk
classifications are based on outdated assessments by
the EPA. In 1972 Congress required the EPA to reas-
sess most agricultural pesticides using improved test-
ing procedures. The reassessment is not expected to
be completed before the twenty-first century.

Note that this inspector has crossed out the instruc-
tions to keep the shipment intact and has allowed
these mangoes to proceed to market before the FDA's
test results are known. Imported fresh fruits and vege-
tables, because they are perishables, are often allowed
to be sold subject to recall if a sample is found to be
contaminated. It takes about five days, however, to
complete the test results-by then most contaminat-
ed produce has probably been consumed. The FDA
relies entirely on the good-faith efforts of importers to
recover contaminated shipments, but a 1986 study by
the General Accounting Office revealed that 45 per-
cent of contaminated samples were not recovered.
There is little incentive to play by the rules since the
FDA rarely levies fines against violators and even
more rarely collects them.

Richard Caplan is assistant editor of World Policy Journal.
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