
March 25, 2009 
 

 
AN OPEN LETTER TO PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA 
 
Dear President Obama, 
 
Congratulations from the Rachel Carson Council, Inc. (RCC) on becoming the 44th President of the 
United States.  Best wishes to you and your family for a happy, rewarding time in the White House.  
This open letter contains recommendations for making our nation a safer place for people and the 
environment.  In addition, we offer our assistance to you and your administration in this effort. 

We appreciate the First Lady’s recent initiative in creating a garden to be maintained with organic 
methods on the White House grounds. 
 
Thank you for expressing support for science and education.  They are essential tools for protecting 
human health and the environment from hazardous chemicals, including pesticides.  They are also 
central to RCC’s core mission1 inspired by Rachel Carson (1907-1964), the author of Silent Spring, in 
whose name RCC was founded.  Since 1965, a year after Carson’s death from breast cancer, RCC has 
been assembling and disseminating scientific research on the hazards of pesticides and other 
chemicals.  Additionally, we research alternative, non-chemical methods of managing pests.  We 
provide our information to the scientific community, the government, and the general public. 

In writing this letter we are speaking for the average citizen who may not fully realize the toxic 
nature of some chemicals in common use.  We also speak for chemically sensitive individuals at risk 
of illness from chemical encounters.  In addition, we speak for those vulnerable populations —
infants, children, pets, endangered and other wild species, that have not been sufficiently protected 
from hazardous chemical exposures by government regulators, especially in the recent past.   
 

A Crisis of Chemicals 
 
We live in an age when chemicals have been developed without sufficient consideration given to 
their adverse impacts on human health and the environment.  Too often, new compounds and 
technologies are discovered and deployed with insufficient oversight to prevent harm.  The rate of 
pesticide use in our country today is significantly higher than it was even in Rachel Carson’s time.  
The numbers and amounts of other potentially toxic chemicals in widely-used, commercial products, 
including plastics, non-stick cookware, and flame retardant fabrics have greatly increased.  We are 
becoming more aware every day that these chemicals, whether considered toxic or perceived as 
“safe,” are present as mixtures in the environment and in our bodies.  Concurrent exposures to 
these agents pose new and largely-unresearched, potential hazards. 
 

Human Health & the Environment 
 
It is urgently needed that your administration, especially the EPA in its regulatory capacity, step up 
the level of protection of human health from chemical toxicity.  Areas of focus also should include 
ecosystems that depend on biodiversity to sustain the essential services that we humans depend on.  
The most current scientific methodology and data should be used in pursuing these objectives.   



 
Unfortunately, politically-driven positions taken by the EPA during the past 8 years have tarnished 
the Agency’s image and resulted in decreased protection of our nation’s citizens and the 
environment.  We trust that under your administration, the EPA and other agencies will adopt 
positions closer to the vision of Rachel Carson, whose words still speak to our needs.   She saw the 
interrelatedness of human health and the environment, and the need for protecting both.  The EPA 
should have a similar dual focus. 

Key principles that should underlie your administration’s actions to protect human health and the 
environment from chemical hazards are to: (1)  invoke the precautionary principle2 whenever there is 
any question of possible harm, (2) expand risk assessments to include vulnerable populations and 
multiple chemical exposures, (3) increase the surveillance and regulation of commercial products to 
include potentially hazardous chemicals, (4) take immediate protective action when deemed 
necessary, (5) make possible the full disclosure of all ingredients in marketed products, where 
questions of safety are raised, and (6) conduct field trials that take into account actual conditions of 
use for new pesticide products or those undergoing reregistration or other review.  

 
In the section below, Rachel Carson Council, Inc., provides recommendations affecting four 
broad areas of concern: 
 

A) Global Warming, Health, and Agriculture, 
 

B) Science and the Role of Ecosystems, 
 

C) Vulnerable Populations and Hazards from Chemicals, Including Pesticides, 
 

D) Providing Role Models — The White House, Education, and Rachel Carson. 
 



RECOMMENDATIONS from RACHEL CARSON COUNCIL, INC. (RCC): 

 
A) With Regard to Global Warming, Health, and Agriculture, RCC recommends that 

your administration do the following: 
 
1) Include organic farming and gardening in any strategy to reduce atmospheric carbon 

dioxide levels and combat global warming.  Serious effects have been reported as the result 
of CO2 build-up, including the recent finding that as the CO2 gas dissolves in the ocean it 
makes seawater more acidic.  According to scientists, “ocean acidification may render most 
regions chemically inhospitable to coral reefs by 2050.”3  Organic cultivation could help 

mitigate these situations.  Why?   Organic farming practices build up and hold higher levels 
of carbon in the soil and consume less fossil fuel, than chemically-dependent, conventional, 
farming practices.  Organic cultivation can produce healthier crops with less chemical 

contamination of food and the environment.  Also:  In February 2009, the United Nations 
Environmental Program (UNEP) released a study, “The Environmental Food Crisis.”  It 
shows — especially in developing countries — that when compared to industrial / 
conventional farming, organic agriculture can deliver increased yields as well as other 
economic environmental social and cultural benefits.  

 
2) Strongly support reduced chemical use for conventional agriculture and horticulture with a 

50% decrease of such use as a future goal.  Why?   A key reason to decrease chemical usage 
is to reduce and ultimately avoid the contamination it imposes upon our environment, 
including that of the air we breathe and the water we drink.  Furthermore, Iowa scientists 
found that reduced chemical farming was more profitable than conventional farming with its 

higher chemical levels. 4   Also:  A number of western countries, including France, recently 
have adopted the goal of a 50% reduction of agricultural pesticide use in 10 years.    

 
B) With Regard to Science and the Role of Ecosystems, RCC recommends that your 

administration do the following: 
 

1) Use valid scientific actions and scientific support as the basis on which actions are taken by 
the EPA and other regulatory agencies.  We recommend this throughout the government.  

Why?   A lack of respect and support for both the scientific method and scientific conclusions 
was too frequently displayed under the outgoing administration. 

 
2) Require the teaching to our students of scientific issues as well as the teaching of scientific 

methodology.  Why?  The ability to understand scientific issues should be an essential part 
of our students’ education.  Our citizens should be aware of the proper way to evaluate 
reports on scientific matters and materials, whether prepared by scientific sources or 
discussed by the popular press. 

 
3) Make certain that government agencies encourage and support programs that: a) 

emphasize the value of ecosystem services, b) educate the public about their importance, 

and c) provide protection for them.   Why?   The ecosystem services provided by nature are 
essential for our survival; they have been sadly neglected during the past 8 years.  



Functioning ecosystems operating successfully provide vital services in four main areas: 
supporting (nutrient recycling, soil formation), provisioning (food, fresh water, wood, fiber), 
regulating (climate regulation, flood control, water purification) and, cultural (aesthetic, 
spiritual, educational).  Ecosystems have also been recognized as having monetary value for 
investors.  These essential ecosystem services depend on wildlife populations – including 
endangered species — that can be harmed or eliminated by chemical contaminants. (See, 

“Issues and Integrity,” Rachel Carson Council, Inc., December 2008 — attached). 

 
C) With Regard to Vulnerable Populations and Hazards from Chemicals, Including 

Pesticides,  RCC recommends that your administration do the following: 
 

1) Increase protection of vulnerable groups from hazardous chemicals (including PBDEs, 

phthalates, Bisphenol A), pesticides, and other contaminants.  Why?  Children and unborn 
babies, wildlife, endangered species, pets, pollinators, workers exposed to pesticides, and 
plants are groups that have been found more vulnerable to and more easily harmed by toxic 
chemicals.  These groups need to receive better protection from government agencies.  

Also:  PBDEs, phthalates, Bisphenol A, and similar unregulated chemicals need to be brought 
under governmental regulation. 

 

2) Make certain that government regulators focus on investigating and reducing the threat 
from mixtures of different chemicals (including pesticides) that are now present in the 
environment and in living beings.  These mixtures are potentially hazardous to the health of 
people, companion animals,5 wildlife, and ecosystems.  The EPA should:  

a) investigate the health hazards of commonly occurring chemical mixtures,  
b) reduce use levels of specific pesticides found to be contributing to hazardous 
mixtures — in order to protect vulnerable populations,6   
c) promote non-hazardous pest control methods through organic farming and organic 
gardening, as well as encourage green chemistry initiatives.7   
d) require regulation of the chemicals not now regulated8 that have been found present 
in mixtures, (as well as found around the home, in water, in food and in the 
environment).   

Why?   Mixtures of toxic chemicals (including pesticides as well as non-pesticidal chemicals 
from plastics, flame retardants and other sources) can potentially harm people and wildlife.  
These mixtures may be found in the environment and in living tissues.  Mixtures are the most 
common form of chemical exposure.  The untoward effects of chemical mixtures are not 
easily predicted.  The EPA now does not assess the risks to wildlife9 from chemical mixtures.  
With regard to humans, especially children, the EPA is required to assess exposure only to 
mixtures of multiple pesticides that share the same mode of action (such as various 
organophosphate cholinesterase inhibitors) for their combined health risk — under the 
cumulative risk assessment procedure of the Food Quality Protection Act (FQPA).  We 
support the recent recommendation of the National Research Council (NRC) regarding the 
need for an additional type of risk assessment of mixtures.10   A researcher whose work is 
focused on toxic effects of pesticide mixtures recently observed: “One of the major 
scientific challenges of our generation is to develop new approaches to anticipate and head 
off any ill effects of interacting chemicals.”11   Since Carson’s day, we have recognized that 
lack of data does not necessarily mean lack of harm.  Here again, we believe the 



precautionary principle ought to be a legal option, such that whenever limited available data 
indicates possible hazard, the appropriate response would be first do no harm. 

 
3) Make certain that the government provides increased oversight of genetically modified 

organisms (GMOs) (aka: genetically engineered organisms, and/or  transgenic organisms) 
that are now cultivated as food crops, as well as those under development — both for 
contamination of neighboring crops and for risks to health and the environment.  In 
addition, labels should be required to indicate when products contain genetically-

engineered (transgenic) components.12  Why?  GMO crops, currently in agricultural 
production, as well as those that being developed, need to be kept under regulatory 
surveillance for their possible long term hazards to health and the environment.  
Furthermore, GMOs with multiple traits could present more problems than those associated 
with single trait products. University researchers have complained that they are being 

prevented from adequately studying GMOs by current industry practices.  Also:   We believe 
that most consumers would prefer GMO foods to be clearly labeled as such.  

 
4) Make certain that the government provides regulations for nanotechnology-containing 

products.  Such regulations could prevent or reduce risks to human health and the 
environment, now and in the years ahead.13  Immediately, even before other concerns are 

addressed, all nanotechnology-containing products should be labeled as such.  Why?   
Nanomaterials are expected to have toxic effects that differ significantly from the same 
elements or compounds not in the nano-form.  Today, nanotechnology-containing products 
are not adequately regulated in the United States — especially for their potential toxicity.  
(For example: nanosilver-containing products bearing claims of pesticidal effects are not 
regulated as pesticides by the EPA.  Nanosilver, which has been labeled as an antimicrobial 
pesticide in some cases, is found in over 200 products now on the U.S. market – and they are 
not regulated as pesticides!  When nanosilver-containing products are officially classified as 
pesticides and regulated as such, then data on health and environmental toxicity will be 
mandated making possible the identification of hazards.  As a result needed, protective, 
regulatory action can follow).  

 
5) Give a higher priority to the funding of research on conditions affecting the health of bees:  

this includes Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) in honey bees and a variety of health problems 
in native bees.  Once answers are available on CCD, remedial actions, including pesticide 

bans or restrictions, if called for, should be instituted.   Why?    Much of our agriculture 
depends on pollination by honey bees.  In the United States, CCD has resulted in significant 
losses of honeybee hives.   European beekeepers dealing with a similar syndrome have 
implicated several insecticides, including the systemic insecticide, fipronil and the widely-
used systemic, neonicotinoid-type insecticide, imidacloprid.  Certain uses of fipronil have 
been banned in France since 2004 — and after the fipronil ban, larger numbers of bees were 
observed.14  There are bans or restrictions on imidacloprid in France, Germany, Slovenia, and 
Italy.  Researchers reported that bees exposed to imidacloprid could experience diseases, 
immunodeficiencies, and olfactory problems.  The relevance of these findings to field 
conditions can be explored through further research.  U.S. beekeepers are urgently calling 

for action to reverse the damage from CCD.   Also:   Native or wild bee populations, now in 
serious decline, need to be given a higher priority for research as well, because they are 
essential for pollination in natural ecosystems.  In addition, some are being used 



commercially.  The public needs to be educated about the importance of native bees, and 
encouraged to protect and to provide habitat for them. 

 
D) On Providing Role Models — The White House,  Education, and Rachel Carson, 

RCC recommends that your administration do the following: 

1) The White House is in a unique position to lead by example:   a) Its grounds should include 
an organic vegetable garden15; b) the turf on its lawns, especially in areas used by children 
and pets should be managed without chemical pesticides; c) indoors, whenever possible, 
pest management should take place without the use of chemical pesticides.  In fact, all 
federal properties, especially those used by children, should be managed without chemical 

pesticides.   Why?  The White House and its surrounding grounds should provide healthy 
conditions not only for the first family and official visitors, but it should serve as an example 
of safer practices for government facilities, and for the country as a whole.  Also:  See our 
enclosed brochure, “Golf at a Crossroads,” which addresses organic turf management issues 
with regard to golf courses.  Wawona, one of the few organic golf courses in the United States is 
located at a government facility. 

2) Follow Rachel Carson’s example and focus on inspiring a sense of wonder when introducing 
children to nature.  This will help make the experience more rewarding and exciting for 

them.  Why?  Fostering in children a sense of wonder about the natural world is not only 
beneficial to children, but to society as well.  Children having such experiences are more likely 
to find ways to preserve and protect the natural environment when they become adults.  In 
Carson’s words, “The lasting pleasures of contact with the natural world are not reserved 
for scientists but are available to anyone who will place himself under the influence of 
earth, sea and sky and their amazing life.” 16 

3) The nation should celebrate Rachel Carson for her extraordinary accomplishments, her 

courage and her message that all life on the planet is interrelated.  Why?   Her 
achievements as a woman, as a scientist / author, combined with her sense of ecology, 
personal responsibility, empowerment, and wonder can inspire us all to create a better 

world.  Also:  She is acknowledged worldwide as having launched the modern environmental 
movement.  (Her birthday was May 27, 1907; her passing was April 14, 1964.) 

 

IN CONCLUSION: 

We would appreciate hearing from you on our recommendations.  Please feel free to contact us with 
any questions — we are available to consult with you or your staff on any of these matters.   
 
Many of the issues we address are not well understood by the public or even their elected 
representatives.  Thus where our recommendations call for governmental regulations and/or official 
actions, these often need to be explained through or accompanied by educational outreach.  While 
we may not always have specified this factor, we believe it to be an essential component of 
regulatory actions in a nation founded on democracy and the rule of law. 
 
We are making this letter public on our website. 
 



Sincerely, 

 
Diana Post, President 

                                                      

FOOTNOTES: 
 
1 Rachel Carson Council seeks to inform and advise people and institutions about the effects of 
pesticides that threaten the health, welfare, and survival of living organisms and biological systems.  The 
Council promotes alternative, environmentally benign pest management strategies to encourage 
healthier life styles.  The Council fosters a sense of wonder and respect towards nature. 
2 “Originating in Germany, the ‘precautionary principle’ is a way of making decisions about recently 
developed technologies when there is limited information on ecological and health effects 
accompanying their use and there are grounds for concern.  It is based on the concept that, when data is 
incomplete, universal protection from harm is virtually impossible to predict due to the natural 
variability of living organisms and the effects that could be generated when the biosphere and 
technology interact.  For instance, the effect of certain neurotoxic contaminants on a child’s 
neurological development can have more to do with the timing of the exposure and the individual’s 
metabolic capabilities than with the actual dosage amount.  The medical adage, ‘First do no harm’ is a 
form of the precautionary principle.  
“Currently, the principle recommends that in the face of scientific uncertainty,  …’actions should be 
taken to prevent harm to the environment and to public health… The European Union’s ban on 
American beef treated with hormones, for example is based on the precautionary principle.’  
(“Precautionary Principle” by Michael Pollan, The New York Times, Dec. 9, 2001, online.) 
“In an example of a government using the precautionary approach to chemical pesticides, Denmark has 
instituted pesticide reduction policies and evaluated switching to organic agriculture. (Danish Min. of 

Environ. at <www.mst.dk/homepage/>.)” (Source: Rachel Carson Council News, No. 92, Winter 2001/2002, pp. 11-

12.) 
3 Dean, Cornelia, “Rising Acidity Is Threatening Food Web of Oceans, Science Panel Says,” The New York 
Times, 1/31/09. 
4 “Study finds reduced chemical farming profitable,” Pesticide & Toxic Chemical News, May 19, 2008, pp. 
10-11. 
5 The EPA does not routinely assess pesticide risks to companion animals (also known as pets). 
6 Greater vulnerability to chemical toxicity can originate from biological (internal), pharmacological, 
environmental, and/or societal factors — singly or in combination.  Biological factors can relate to age, 
genetic makeup, health status, etc.  Pharmacological factors pertain to the drugs being consumed by 
individuals for therapeutic reasons, and/or the inadvertent exposure to drugs as contaminants — they 
are not addressed here because they lie outside RCC’s area of focus.  Environmental factors include 
continuous or excessive exposure to chemicals.  Societal factors include chemicals that do not receive 
sufficiently protective regulation, as well as those being excluded from regulatory risk assessment for 
toxicity.  Ultimately, this factor relates to lack of knowledge concerning the nature of the hazard that use 
of the chemical entails. Vulnerable groups include babies in utero, very young children, chemically 
sensitive individuals, young animals, aquatic organisms, beneficial insects, companion animals, and 
endangered species. 
7 Many of the chemicals considered most toxic have been created from petroleum — often without 
consideration for the health of humans or the environment.  In the words of a chemist speaking of his 
fellow chemists, “[They] have no clue about what makes a chemical toxic.  [Like] monkeys typing 
Shakespeare: Every so often something comes out safe, but…[they] have no idea why.” (Shabecoff, 



                                                                                                                                                                           
Philip and Alice, Poisoned Profits, The Toxic Assault on Our Children, 2008.)  Green chemistry is a new effort to 
synthesize safer compounds.  Alternative low-risk, chemicals, not based on petroleum, that are 
biodegradable could be created through research to replace the hazardous ones.   
8 Hazards from Phthalates, Bisphenol A, PBDEs, should be regulated through passage of legislation such 
as “The Kids Safe Chemicals Act.”  This would require industry to: evaluate those chemicals not now 
regulated, set high standards for protection of a most vulnerable population (children), and give the EPA 
the authority to restrict chemicals not meeting standards.  Such legislation needs support. 
9 Wildlife includes plants, animals and microbes both terrestrial and aquatic. 
10 In a recent report to the EPA, NRC recommends an additional assessment of hazardous chemicals such 
as phthalates and pesticides for their combined risk to children.  This new type cumulative risk 
assessment would include chemicals that cause the same health outcomes even if they have different 
modes of action (Pesticide and Toxic Chemical News, 12-22-08).  The NRC also recommends review of the 
EPA’s pesticide risk assessment strategy. 
11 “Salmon’s brain gives clues to pesticides toxicity in people” Environmental News Network, Feb 16, 
2008. 
12 Pesticide and Toxic Chemical News, 5-5-08.  
13 Nanotechnology is a developing field with dimensions in the molecular range.  The unit of 
measurement, the nanometer is one billionth of a meter.  Nanocompounds, even if created from 
familiar material, are different in physical, biological, and chemical properties.  They can be much more 
reactive than the conventional forms.  The toxic characteristics of nanocompounds need to be 
researched and steps taken through regulation to protect public health and the environment. 
14 Quarles, William, “Pesticides and Honey Bee Colony Collapse Disorder,” IPM Practitioner, Sept.-Oct. 
2008, p. 3. 
15 By extension, we recommend that all food served at the White House and all produce used there 
should be organically grown and USDA certified as organic. 
16 Carson, Rachel, The Sense of Wonder, 1998 edition, p. 106.  
---------------- 
 

RACHEL CARSON COUNCIL, INC., — Background Information 
 
Rachel Carson Council, Inc. (RCC), an association for the integrity of the environment was founded in 
1965.  RCC is an independent, 501(c)(3) nonprofit scientific organization dedicated to protecting 
human health and the environment against toxic chemical threats, particularly those of pesticides 
and to promoting safer strategies for healthy, sustainable living.  RCC is the oldest organization 
bearing Rachel Carson's name.  From its office, now located in her former home in Silver Spring, 
Maryland, RCC works to keep alive her vision of an informed citizenry filled with wonder at nature 
and equipped to make scientifically based decisions about healthy alternatives to the use of 
pesticides and other hazardous chemicals.  RCC’s library is available to the public by appointment.  

 
Information & Publications 

Rachel Carson Council serves as a clearinghouse for information at both scientific and layperson 
levels on issues covered in Silent Spring.  RCC provides answers to inquirers from citizens, produces 
publications, and organizes conferences / workshops for the public and the scientific community.  
RCC’s website is www.rachelcarsoncouncil.org. 

http://www.rachelcarsoncouncil.org/


                                                                                                                                                                           
In 1992 RCC published a major reference book, Basic Guide to Pesticides.  Using a chart format the 
Guide consists of toxicological profiles of 495 pesticide active ingredients by trade name, common 
name, and scientific name.  It describes physical characteristics, EPA registration status, acute and 
chronic mammalian toxicity, carcinogenicity, and effects on wildlife.  

RCC has created an updated searchable database consisting of substances listed in the Basic Guide to 
Pesticides.  It will be made available to the public soon.  

Scientific Methodology 

RCC searches the medical and toxicological literature, and consults with experts, to provide 
information on the ways in which pesticides can affect human health and the environment.  The 
Council uses primary sources for references in our publications wherever possible, relying on peer-
reviewed journals.  RCC collects and disseminates adverse reaction information obtained from: EPA 
files, scientific literature, and reports made by individuals directly to the office. 

A Sense of Wonder and Educational  Activities 

A significant aspect of RCC’s focus is fostering a sense of wonder and respect for nature.  This we 
endeavor to communicate in our contacts with the public.  With this in mind, we have developed 
activities that introduce children to nature by illuminating the fascinating web of life on earth.  We at 
RCC endeavor to help parents, teachers, and children experience the joy and excitement that can be 
found in nature.  Rachel Carson reminded us that by sustaining a sense of wonder for the natural 
world in our children, we plant the seed for the future protection of the Earth. 


