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RESOLUTION 2 

 
Cosmetic Pesticides 
 

 
BE IT RESOLVED, That the CNA lobby the federal government to prohibit, as a threat to human 
health, the use, sale and display of chemical pesticides and herbicides for cosmetic purposes. 
 
Background 
Evidence of the connection between environment and health is well established, as recognized, 
for example, in the 2008 CNA resolution on environmental determinants of health. Among the 
multiple environmental factors that impact health through individual, cumulative, and synergistic 
effects, environmental exposures to toxic chemicals is a particular concern. The “cosmetic” 
(sometimes referred to as “non-essential”) use of pesticides to change the appearance of lawns 
and gardens represents a needless source of chemical exposure and associated health risks with 
little or no corresponding benefit to public welfare.  
 
Specifically, chronic pesticide exposure has been linked on a co-relational basis to increased 
levels of specific cancers, asthma, neurological disorders, learning difficulties, birth defects and 
endocrine disruption.1 2 3 4 5 Furthermore, the risk to health comes not only from active 
ingredients, but also from so-called inert substances.6 7 8 Synergistic and cumulative effects can 
heighten the damage due to pesticides.9 10

 
 

Children are particularly vulnerable, due to: greater exposure from their behaviours and play; the 
greater vulnerability of their developing organs and tissues; and the greater time they have to 
develop resulting health problems. While it is difficult to draw definitive conclusions about 
causality, the precautionary principle requires that measures to protect human health and the 
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environment not be delayed because of a lack of scientific certainty where there is a risk of 
serious or irreversible harm.  
 
On this basis, Quebec11 and Ontario12 have implemented provincial regulations that prohibit the 
use and sale of federally registered chemical pesticides for cosmetic purposes. Polling shows 
consistently strong country-wide support for cosmetic pesticide bans. Across Canada, more than 
150 municipalities have adopted bylaws to restrict the use of lawn and garden chemicals.13 
Nurses have played crucial roles in many of these campaigns. For instance, the Registered 
Nurses’ Association of Ontario has been a key player in Ontario municipal and provincial 
pesticide campaigns14 since its 2000 policy resolution in support of banning cosmetic 
pesticides.15

 
 

In Canada, federal, provincial, and municipal governments share responsibility for regulating 
pesticides. Provinces have the authority to impose regulations that are more (but not less) 
restrictive of pesticide use and sale than federal laws and regulations in consideration of the 
public interest and general welfare. In many provinces, municipalities can further restrict the use 
of pesticides within their boundaries, but lack authority to regulate sales. Municipal and 
provincial restrictions on cosmetic pesticides highlight weaknesses in the federal approach to 
regulating pesticides. Moreover, provincial pesticide bans that nurses have worked hard to secure 
are now being threatened by a challenge under the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), primarily on the basis of the current discrepancy between federal and provincial 
pesticide standards. A federal prohibition on the use and sale of cosmetic pesticides would 
extend protections currently enjoyed in Ontario and Quebec across the country and affirm the 
precautionary basis for provincial and municipal bans.  
 
The Pest Control Products Act establishes the authority for federal pesticide regulation. This Act 
should be amended to prohibit the use and sale of pesticides for cosmetic purposes. Pending 
legislative changes, the Pest Management Regulatory Agency should revise its approach to 
regulating cosmetic pesticides under existing authorities. Following the Ontario model, 
prohibitions on the use and sale of cosmetic pesticides should provide reasonable exceptions to 
allow the use of specified pesticides where necessary to protect public health or safety. 
 
Many Canadians were surprised to learn that foreign multinationals could seek to overturn 
Canadian programs and legislation if they could argue that their profits were affected. In a 
document dated March 31, the international chemical giant Dow AgriSciences served notice that 
                                                           
11 Government of Quebec. (2002). The Pesticide Management Code. Author: Quebec City. Retrieved June 1, 2009, 
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14 For example, see the many pesticide actions listed at Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario. (2009). 
Environment and Health. Author: Toronto. Retrieved June 1, 2009, from 
http://www.rnao.org/Page.asp?PageID=835&SiteNodeID=465&BL_ExpandID=&AA_Shell.  
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it was challenging Quebec’s Pesticide Management Code for banning the use of 2,4-D on 
lawns.16 It claims the right to do so under the NAFTA because its profits were harmed by the 
ban.17 It is very alarming that public health measures may be challenged by trade agreements. 
The Canadian Trade Minister Stockwell Day vowed a vigorous defence,18

 

 but the outcome of the 
arbitration process is uncertain. If Dow is successful, that could trigger numerous other 
challenges to Canadian health and social policy initiatives. This is a remarkable intrusion into 
democratic decision-making and into health and social policy. 

Submitted by the Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario  
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American Free Trade Agreement: DOW AGROSCIENCES LLC v. GOVERNMENT OF CANADA. Retrieved June 2, 
2009, from http://www.international.gc.ca/trade-agreements-accords-
commerciaux/assets/pdfs/DowAgroSciencesLLC-2.pdf.  
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18 O’Neill, J. (2009). “Day vows to defend Quebec ban on pesticide,” Financial Post. March 30. Retrieved June 2, 
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