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Editorial 

Toxic chemicals: the right to 
know 
Knowledge is the most 
effective weapon in our 
arsenal against diseases 
caused by chemical exposure. 
At a global/eve/, this "right-to
know" is fostered by the 
United Nations Environment 
Programmes International 
Register of Potentially Toxic 
Chemicals. The Register pulls 
together information from 
diverse international agencies, 
scientific institutions, 
government ~xperts and 
industrial contacts around the 
world and brings these data to 
bear on local and national 
chemical-safety decisions. 

N ine hundred years ago a great 
Islamic physician, Al-Asuli, 
wrote a medical pharmaco

poeia in which he divided the illnesses 
of the world into two parts: diseases of 
the rich and diseases of the poor. If 
Al-Asuli were writing today, he might 
have to rethink this dichotomy taking 
account of the new and burgeoning 
class of human ailments caused by 
chemical contaminants in the environ
ment. 

The media are inordinately fond of 
sensational examples of chemical 
illness in the affluent parts of the 
world: the "sick building" syndrome, 
the exposure to chemicals in dry 
cleaning and photocopying busi-
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nesses, and drug residues in beef, pork 
and poultry are but a few examples. 

In fact, it is often the poor who are 
at greatest risk of chemical illness -
migratory farm workers who absorb 
pesticides while harvesting crops, 
subsistence hunters and fishermen 
who eat tainted fish and animals, and 
the hungry who must eat whatever and 
whenever they can, even if they 
suspect the food is contaminated. 

In my native Canada, indigenous 
peoples of the high Arctic- a thou
sand miles from the continent's prime 
agricultural regions - nevertheless 
show high levels of contamination 
from certain agricultural chemicals. 
They are exposed because the Earth's 
ecosystem is an extremely efficient 
circulator, and there is no such thing as 
a stationary contaminant. The air they 
breathe, the rain and snow they use for 
drinking-water, the migratory animals 
they eat - none of these is free from 
contamination. 

Knowledge is the most effective 
weapon in our arsenal against diseases 
caused by chemical exposure. In the 
developed world in particular, such 

knowledge has been increasingly well 
served by community "right-to-know" 
regulations, which require industries 
that use dangerous chemicals to 
inform local citizens who can then 
monitor the toxic chemicals that have 
been discarded in their neighbour
hoods. 

At a global level, this "right-to
know" is fostered by the United 
Nations Environment Programme's 
International Register of Potentially 
Toxic Chemicals (IRPTC). The 
Register pulls together information 
from diverse international agencies, 
scientific institutions, government 
experts and industrial contacts around 
the world and brings these data to bear 
on local and national chemical-safety 
decisions. 

In many ways, IRPTC represents a 
model for the "new" UNEP we are 
working to bring about. The Register 
is a management tool that stresses 
collaboration, consultation, and 
cooperation above fragmentation and 
duplication of effort. It empowers 
citizens and nations to become 
educated critics of chemical contami
nation, rather than leaving chemical 
safety decisions to industry experts. 
And it catalyses action by enlightened 
citizens and governments to reduce 
the adverse effects of chemical 
exposure, rather than promoting 
apathy, helplessness, and fear. 

Collaboration is not new to UNEP; 
since 1980 we have been actively 
engaged with WHO in an Inter
national Programme on Chemical 
Safety, for example. Through this 
editorial WHO is fostering its vibrant 
partnership with UNEP, and I look 
forward to the fruits of our collabora
tion against chemical illnesses. • 
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