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122 countries agree to ban 12 highly toxic chemicals, U.N. says

The Associated Press 

JOHANNESBURG, South Africa - Proud, but pale and red-eyed after a week of negotiations culminating in all-night talks, U.N. officials announced Sunday that 122 countries have agreed on a treaty banning 12 highly toxic chemicals.

Greenpeace called the agreement the "beginning of the end of toxic pollution," and World Wildlife Fund official Clifton Curtis described it as "a real solid foundation for the future."

Despite disagreements that kept negotiators awake most of Friday and Saturday nights, all welcomed the final text, said John Buccini, chairman of the summit meeting organized by the U.N. Environment Program.

"The treaty enjoyed the broadest possible support," he said. "People not only felt that we have a treaty, but that we have a good treaty."

"The dirty dozen"

PCBs, dioxins and other chemicals on the "dirty dozen" list are known as persistent organic pollutants. They break down slowly, travel easily in the environment, and have been linked to cancer, birth defects and other genetic abnormalities. Breast-feeding mothers transmit the poison to their infants.

Production and use of nine of the 12 chemicals will be banned as soon as the treaty takes effect, probably four to five years after the signing ceremony, set for May in Stockholm, Sweden.

About 25 countries, including South Africa, would be allowed to use one of the 12 chemicals - DDT - to combat malaria in accordance with World Health Organization guidelines pending development of safer solutions.

The treaty calls for reducing releases of dioxins and furans – toxic byproducts of waste burning and industrial production - "with the goal of their continuing minimization and, where feasible, ultimate elimination," it said.

Using electrical equipment containing PCBs would be allowed until 2025, as long as the equipment doesn't leak the chemical, which can cause cancer and harm the immune and reproductive systems.

Problematic issues

The most contentious issues were provisions for expanding the treaty to include other chemicals and a way for industrialized nations to transfer some $150 million a year to developing countries to offset the costs of using cleaner alternatives.

The donor countries wanted to use an existing Global Environment Fund for the transfer, under which they would retain more control over how the money is used. Developing countries wanted a new mechanism likely to give them more control.

Eventually, the treaty assigned the Global Environment Fund as a temporary mechanism but added conditions as to how the fund must improve its work. No amount has been specified, but James Willis, a U.N. Environment Program chemical expert, estimated it would be about $150 million a year.

The European Union wanted "precautionary" language – specifying how the treaty can be expanded to include other chemicals - to be included throughout the document. The United States wanted it only in the preamble and called for stricter scientific criteria than those preferred by the European Union, which argued that lack of scientific proof should not exclude chemicals from being considered for the treaty.

According to the treaty, international scientists will put each chemical under consideration for inclusion in the ban through "a rigorous science assessment," Buccini said.

"If they decide that this one is just too close to call, maybe it's a  (persistent organic pollutant), maybe it's not; it's sitting on the borderline, then the policy in the convention states that the committee should push this forward" to a higher level, he said.

"There's three or four or five different places in this treaty where you can see that we've tried to construct a legal instrument which tends to err on the side of safety."

Brooks Yeager, head of the U.S. delegation, said the final precautionary language included a "scientific flavor," thereby fulfilling his country's wishes.

Most of the chemicals have been banned in industrialized countries, and there are alternatives to most of them, Buccini said. The treaty will mean that countries disposing of garbage by open-air burning and some factories will have to find new techniques, he said. That could lead to higher costs, but when the impact on the environment is factored in, the balance would be more fair to all, he said.

The treaty must be ratified by 50 countries to take effect. Yeager said he expected the ban to be ratified by the U.S. Congress.

===

Toxic chemicals

The 12 highly toxic chemicals initially included in the treaty on persistent organic pollutants:

* Aldrin, a pesticide used to control termites in tree nurseries and buildings, insects in grain storage, soil pests in cornfields and potentially to control tsetse flies. It probably is no longer produced, but stockpiles could still be used. Aldrin is toxic and carcinogenic.

* Chlordane, a pesticide used to control termites and ants in buildings, crops, nurseries and forest plantations and to control the rhinoceros beetle. The last manufacturer stopped production in 1997, but stockpiles could still be used. Chlordane harms the immune system.

* Dieldrin, a pesticide with uses similar to those of Aldrin. It also probably is no longer manufactured, but stockpiles could still be used. Dieldrin harms the reproductive system.

* DDT, a pesticide used to control malaria-carrying mosquitoes, tsetse flies and illegal control of crop pests. Up to 50,000 tons are estimated to be produced a year. DDT harms the reproductive system.

* Endrin, a pesticide used to control pests in corn, rice, cotton and sugarcane crops, and to control mice. It probably is not produced anymore, and it seems not to be used. Endrin is carcinogenic.

* Heptachlor, a pesticide used to control termites and ants in buildings, crops, nurseries and forest plantations and to control cut worms. The last manufacturer stopped production in 1997, but stockpiles might still be used. Heptachlor is carcinogenic and harms the reproductive system.

* Mirex, a pesticide used to control termites and ants in crops, grassland, forests and buildings. Also used as a fire retardant. Some production of smaller quantities may still take place. Mirex is carcinogenic.

* Toxaphene, a pesticide used in agriculture and mosquito control. Toxaphene can cause thyroid tumors and cancer.

* Polychlorinated Biphenyls (PCBs), industrial chemicals used in electric transformers and capacitors, and as additives in paint, carbonless copy paper and plastics. PCBs are linked to reproductive failure and suppression of the immune system in various wild animals.

* Hexachlorobenzene, a pesticide and industrial chemical used as fungicide. It is probably not produced as a fungicide anymore, but it is a byproduct of the manufacturing of other chemicals. Hexachlorobenzene harms the immune and reproductive systems.

* Dioxins, an industrial byproduct created by car emissions and the burning of waste. Dioxins are carcinogenic and harm the reproductive and immune systems.

* Furans, toxic byproducts of waste burning and industrial production.

Source: U.N. Environment Program.
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