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The Hungarian Case: Pesticide Use in a Transition Country
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(This paper was presented at the Annual Meeting of PAN Europe. This networking activity of the CES was sponsored by the US Global Green Grant Fund and by EU Phare Access Networking programme - contract no. 1999/NET/001)

Hungary is a typical country in transition of the CEE region. In some aspects Hungary is better, but in others worse than the other CEE countries. The contamination of the soil, the surface and the underground water with pesticides and with PCBs is the lowest or one of the lowest in Europe. The breast milk contamination for instance is very low, only in Albania is lower than in Hungary and it is decreasing.

Effect of the transition on pesticide use

The transition period accompanied by the crisis of the farm sector caused a very sharp decline in pesticide use. The use of chemicals, among other that of pesticides decreased by less than one forth between 1989 and 2000. Important to note: First: this decline is a consequence of the lack of money and not raising environmental awareness. Second: this decrease did not go on proportionally. The farms, mainly the large scale ones which continue to have money use as much pesticides (and other chemicals) as they did ten years ago. Nearly 100% of the applied pesticides are used on one third of the cultivated area and only a few percentages are used on the rest. From the consumers' point of view this situation is wrong as they cannot know whether the products they buy were produced with a high level of pesticides or not.
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Source: Environmental Indicators for Agriculture, OECD, Paris Volume 3. 2001. p. 166 and the Hungarian Statistical Office.

Contamination of the soil

The Soil Conservation Information and Monitoring System is operating in Hungary as a subsystem of the Environmental Information and Monitoring System. For making analytical tests with pesticide 


residues, samples are taken from the upper three genetic horizons of 130 profiles.

The next table shows the residues of some chlorinated hydrocarbons above the detection limits in 1996-97.

Chlorinated hydrocarbons above the detection limits in 1996-97

	Active ingredients
	Horizon 1
	Horizon 2
	Horizon 3

	
	pct
	mg/kg
	pct
	mg/kg
	pct
	mg/kg

	Aldrin
	5
	0.0024
	0
	-
	0
	-

	Dieldrin
	2
	0.007
	1
	0.003
	1
	0.004

	Endrin
	11
	0.002
	0
	-
	0
	-

	DDT
	41
	0.019
	5
	0.002
	2
	0.003

	Heptachlor
	9
	0.0026
	0
	-
	0
	-


Due to the very serious surface water pollution which occurred in the second part of the 1960s' the most dangerous POPs (aldrin, dieldrin, DDT, endrin, chlordane and hexachloro-benzene) was banned in 1966. (Mirex and heptachlor were never permitted in Hungary.) In spite of this in 41% of the horizon 1 and in 5% of the horizon 2 and in 2% of the horizon 3 DDT could be found. 

Next chart shows the pesticide residues (not only the persistent ones) in the home produced food in 2000.
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In 60% of the examined home produced food there were no measurable residues and in 35% the residues were below the limit. Only in 1% of the samples residues were above the limit. In 4% of all cases not permitted pesticides were detected; which is relatively high.

Pesticide residues in the imported food were a bit higher than in home produced food in 2000. The other problem is that in the imported food the residues of the persistent organic pollutants are significantly higher than in the home produced products. As the imported food is bought to a much higher degree in Budapest than in other parts of Hungary the contamination of the persons living in Budapest is much higher than in the rural areas of Hungary.
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Pesticide residues in drinking water

Pesticide residues in surface and ground water have been monitored regularly since 1976. Pesticide residues in drinking water are monitored in the framework of the National Environmental Health Program. Last year 64 sampling points representing all major agricultural regions were selected along rivers, small creeks and canals. The water samples were taken weekly. Out of these 64, there were residues in 35 samples.

Pesticide residues in drinking water in Hungary in 2000

(No. of water basis 62, no. of investigated active ingredients 21)

	Name of active ingredient
	Number of occurrences  
	Above the EU limit
	Maximal concentration

	Diazinon
	14
	2
	0.33

	Forat
	4
	0
	0.01

	Antrazin
	5
	3
	5.70

	Prometrin
	1
	1
	3.22

	Terbutrin
	1
	0
	0.05

	2.4-D
	4
	1
	0.27

	Dichlorprop
	3
	0
	0.07

	MCPA
	5
	1
	0.68


The samples were checked for 21 pesticides. Eight pesticides could be found and in eight cases the EU limits were exceeded. The EU limit is a very safe one, and the eight occurrences above of the EU limit are not too many. But it is too many if we take into consideration that not even one case should not occur.

Organic farming in Hungary
In Hungary organic farming started more than ten years ago. The NGO, Biokultura Egyesület ("Biocultural Association") plaid a leading role in the popularizing of organic farming. Later the Biocultural Association
established the Biokontroll Hungaria Kht (Kht means public benefit company) for controlling the organic farms. This public benefit company was the first in the CEE countries which was accredited in the EU*.

Controlled farms by Biokontroll Hungaria Kht and agricultural area

	Year
	1991
	1992
	1993
	1994
	1995
	1996
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000

	Number of farms
	56
	51
	67
	73
	108
	127
	240
	322
	327
	471

	Agricultural area, 
1000 ha
	2.8
	3.3
	2.5
	2.3
	8.5
	11.0
	17.6
	20.6
	32.6
	47.3

	Export (million HUF)
	150
	175
	125
	250
	450
	780
	1,020
	1,000
	1,052
	1,500


Controlled agricultural area by products, 2000
	
	Agricultural area (ha)

	Cereals
	10,727

	Pulses
	1,172

	Oil-seeds
	3,436

	Rough fodder
	4,889

	Other arable land
	586

	Vegetables
	457

	Plants for spice and medicinal
	286

	Orchard
	747

	Vineyard
	187

	Grassland
	18,907

	Fallow
	2,720

	Forest
	2,842

	Mushroom
	1

	Reedy area
	60

	Fish pond
	284

	Altogether
	47.301


* The Biokontroll Hungaria Kht does not receive any "normative" state support. It lives off its activities. It can receive money from the state budget by making proposals.

Below 1% of all cultivated land (6.2 million hectares) is under organic production (47,301 hectares). About 90% of the organic products are exported, mainly to Germany, Switzerland, Netherlands, Austria, France, UK, USA and Italy.

One part of the National Agro-environmental Programme - which was accepted by the government in 1999 - is, that the area used by organic farms must increase up to 300,000 hectares or to 5% of the cultivated area by 2006-2007. The government separated 5 billion HUF for this purpose, but later this amount was used for something other. This was the case with the SAPARD program too. In the national SAPARD program seven priorities were defined. Before starting of the program this year (2001) three "most important" priorities were selected from the seven. The support of organic farming did not belong to the three priorities. 

What are the reasons?

1. In the race for the state support interest groups which are not interested in organic farming have a much stronger lobby than the interest groups of organic farming.

2. Environmental awareness is very low at the level of ministry, the farmers' organisations, and the farmers. Some exception from this rule are the consumers' interest groups and some environmental NGOs. 

Some conclusions

PAN European slogan "Time for a Change" is true for the CEE Countries in Transition, too. The present situation is favourable to promote a sustainable farming with special regards to the pesticide use. To achieve this the environmental awareness must be risen considerably. The NGOs can play a leading role in awareness raising.

In Hungary 900 environmental NGOs are operating among these a dozen are interested in the pesticide reduction. Their activities have not been coordinated. The Center for Environmental Studies, which was founded in 1993 to promote the sustainable restructuring of Hungary is going to built up capacity for the coordination of joint action.
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