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OP Seminar

In September I was told by Martin Tustin of the VMD that DEFRA was planning to hold an OP seminar in December, probably in Birmingham. This had originally been proposed by Michael Meacher, before he was sacked, and now the new minister with responsibility for OPs, Ben Bradshaw, said that he was taking over the job of arranging this seminar.

Martin Tustin said that my name had been pencilled in as a speaker, which surprised me. I explained that my arthritis would make it impossible for me to travel and I suggested that I might make a video of my talk, and that it could be shown at the seminar. This was agreed. I also suggested that Professor Andrew Watterson, head of the Centre for Occupational and Environmental Health at the University of Stirling, should be invited to speak, and this was agreed. Dr Tony Fletcher agreed to speak, as the report of the SHAPE study should be ready for publication by the time of the seminar. I talked to The Farmers Guardian about this project, and their journalist Alistair Driver followed it up. Neither I nor Paul Tyler MP nor Alistair could get a date or a venue from the VMD or Ben Bradshaw’s office. Eventually, on Friday 16 October, the Farmers Guardian reported that a spokeswoman for DEFRA said “at this stage everything is completely up in the air”, and “We do not know whether we are going to hold it. We might do something else.” On Monday October 20 Paul Tyler and I received emails from the VMD saying “Ben Bradshaw MP has concluded that the expense to the taxpayer… and officials’ time would not be justified when there is little or nothing new to say at this time. He has therefore decided to postpone it until there are substantial or new matters to discuss”! This statement is inaccurate.

The Farmers Guardian - which has been admirable in its covering of the OP issue for many months - published a front page article on October 24 headed “Anger as OP dips seminar is scrapped”. It quotes Paul Tyler MP and his All Party OP Group in the House of Commons: “We believe this complacent and cowardly response is unworthy of the minister and his department, and that the lawyers are running scared that the big chemical companies and previous ministers may have to face more compensation claims.” Professor Watterson said: “I disagree that there is no new research out there that we need to look at now. There is a lot of new research from abroad, particularly the US.” Dr Tony Fletcher’s final SHAPE study report should be ready by December, and the work done at the HSE Laboratory in Sheffield on the effect of OP exposure on the human immune system is nearing completion, and is of major importance.

Inquest

There has been a vitally important outcome of the inquest on Mrs K Sunderland, a Devon pig farmer, who died in February 2003. The Exeter coroner brought in an open verdict, which is very rare, and mentioned that there were questions related to scientific evidence supplied to her by OPIN in relation to OP exposure and the diagnosis, given by two neuropathologists, of pneumonia with the underlying cause being multiple systems atrophy. This condition is associated with exposure to environmental pollutants including pesticides. Mrs Sunderland had been using Tiguvon (Fenthion, an OP) and Povect (Phosmet, an OP) to treat mange in her pigs. This verdict is a first for OPs, and would most certainly have provided “new” evidence for the OP seminar which was cancelled. 

Meeting in Wales

The Welsh mental health organisation MIND held a meeting in Ruthin in September which was addressed by GP Dr Sarah Myhill. In an excellent report on October 3 in the Farmers Guardian headlined “OP illness is a social and financial disaster area” she was quoted as saying that “OP damage to the body is widespread... Doctors must be trained to look for toxicological poisoning as a cause of illness”. In 2001 MIND asked OPIN to work with them to publish a leaflet on the dangers of OP use in agriculture, this was published and circulated in Wales, both in Welsh and English.

Medical Training

We are dismayed by the number of OP sufferers who still struggle to make their GPs - or indeed consultants - understand that exposure to OPs can cause a wide and severe range of symptoms. OPIN is so concerned at the lack of toxicology training for medical students that we are writing to all the new medical schools recently set up by this government, to ask whether such training is to occupy an important place in the syllabus. As the BMA Report Pesticides Chemicals and Health (1992) said: “Teaching time of less than ten hours in an entire undergraduate course cannot equip a medical student to practise in this chemical age.”

farm meeting

The new agricultural campaign group farm held a public meeting in Tavistock, Devon, in September. It was well attended by farmers and heard speakers from the farming community as well as their leading campaigners discussing the shortcomings of the NFU and DEFRA in relation to the crisis in farming, and the need for supermarkets to come to fair pricing arrangements with farmers and growers. OPIN was mentioned as being a campaigning body that had done excellent work, albeit failing to gain legal redress for the long-term suffering and economic disaster experienced by OP victims. This organisation is free of the constraints of others in that it does not depend on the goodwill of either the government or the chemical companies. We wish them well, there has been a crying need for such a body for many years. It supports both farmers and workers, and is in close contact with OPIN.

Postgraduate research

OPIN has been asked for help by several postgraduate students who are searching for information on aspects of the use of OPs in British farming. One is a Canadian writing a doctoral thesis on the case of James Penny, who committed suicide in Yorkshire, after being given an unlicensed drug; another is looking into the legal and political handling of OPs in UK agriculture; and a third is concerned by the lack of medical training in the effects of toxic chemicals in Britain.

Suicide, sickness and injustice

OPIN has had sad news recently of the suicide of another young farmer, this time from the Cotswolds, who had been dipping for a number of years. It is believed that he was given a new antidepressant, and was found hanging in his father’s barn. He was 26 years old. We were asked to take part in a broadcast with BBC Oxford, and to supply information to the family.

A Scottish shepherd was sacked, and evicted from his tied cottage for repeatedly asking the farm manager for the recommended protective clothing. The HSE said that they would not prosecute the estate as the manager had apologised! The shepherd has not been reinstated and is living in a caravan with no electricity or running water. OPIN has helped the shepherd in several ways, and Professor Andrew Watterson, who is conducting a study of OP reporting in Scotland, is advising the shepherd with his appeal to ACAS. One of the shepherd’s team was 16 years old, and had had no training. This case is disgraceful and shows illegal behaviour by this estate. Why will HSE not prosecute?

Study of OP reporting in Scotland

Professor Andrew Watterson is conducting a survey of crofters and farmers in Scotland, and has found “serious under reporting of symptoms related to OP use.” OPIN has a close working relationship with Professor Watterson, and we believe that his expertise and long-standing knowledge of the OP issue in the UK should be 

recognised more widely by government. He would have made an invaluable contribution to the lost OP seminar.

Late news

The BBC Radio 4 Today programme is interested in the background to the cancellation of the OP seminar and may broadcast an item in the week beginning 24 October.

OP Information Network, Heathfield, Callington, Cornwall PL17 7HP

Tel 01579 384492 Fax 01579 384598 

opin@op-infonet.org             www.op-infonet.org

PAGE  
2

