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State regulators took a first step yesterday toward restricting use of a potent herbicide that is tainting compost and killing plants. 

Draft rules issued for discussion — and which could still change — would ban the use of herbicides containing the ingredient clopyralid on residential and commercial lawns. 

Clopyralid products still could be used on golf courses if the clippings, leaves or other vegetation were not removed from the site and placed in municipal or commercial compost facilities. 

Applicators treating golf courses with pesticides with the ingredient clopyralid also would be required to notify groundskeeping personnel in writing that no grass clippings, leaves or other vegetation could be removed and placed in municipal or commercial compost facilities. 

Regulators also proposed restricting distribution of clopyralid products labeled for use on lawns or turf to licensed pesticide dealers only, for use only by certified applicators. 

Licensed pesticide dealers could sell clopyralid products to noncertified applicators for other uses, as long as the purchaser signed an invoice or sales slip indicating the chemical would not be applied to lawns or turf other than golf courses. 

The draft rules were issued by the state Department of Agriculture, which hopes to adopt final, emergency rules by April 1, the approximate start of the growing season. 

Compost manufacturers, solid-waste managers and some farmers and gardeners have asked the department to restrict or ban use of the chemical to keep it out of compost. 

But lawn-care companies, farmers, foresters and other users of the herbicide have argued against restrictions, claiming it would force them to use even more, less effective chemicals. 

The draft rules are to be vetted by a technical advisory committee of pesticide users, regulators, compost manufacturers and other interest groups in Olympia on Thursday. The department, however, makes the final decision on the wording of the rule. 

Clopyralid is in regulators' cross hairs because the herbicide does not break down in the normal composting process. Chemical residues have killed plants in isolated incidents reported across the globe, but most especially in Washington state. 

State inspectors found traces of the herbicide in compost ingredients or finished compost at all nine compost-manufacturing facilities that volunteered for testing last October. 

No one knows for sure how long the chemical lasts in compost once it finds its way into the material, through clopyralid contaminated grass clippings, animal bedding and manure and other sources. 

"At this point we don't know what the half life in compost is," said Garry Hamlin, spokesman for Dow AgroSciences, the manufacturer of clopyralid. 

The chemical breaks down in soil in 24 to 45 days on average, Hamlin said. But piles at a compost facility outside Spokane still show signs of contamination severe enough to damage sensitive plants at least 14 months after the residue was first detected. 

Lynda V. Mapes can be reached at 206-464-2736 or lmapes@seattletimes.com. 

Herbicides with clopyralid 

Most clopyralid products are sprayed by farmers, foresters, lawn-care services, noxious-weed managers and others who buy herbicides through farm-supply stores and herbicide distributors. However, anyone can buy and apply clopyralid products through those sources; a license for application is not required. 

• Two lawn-care products that contain clopyralid are also available in mainstream retail stores for use in Washington: Howard Johnson's Weed and Feed with Millennium Ultra, and Lebanon Proscape Fertilizer. 

• Herbicides with the active ingredient clopyralid, include: 

Curtail, used primarily to kill thistles in wheat, available through farm-supply stores; Transline, used by foresters to control weeds in new plantations and for weed control in roadside rights of way, sold through fertilizer and pesticide distributors; Confront, used by professional lawn-care services, sold through herbicide distributors; Stinger, used by mint and sugar-beet growers and sold through farm-supply stores; and Reclaim, used by ranchers to kill weeds in rangeland and sold through pesticide distributors. 

• Compost users have two options to test for the presence of clopyralid, which can damage sensitive plants at levels as low as one to three parts per billion. One option is a chemical analysis of their compost, which costs about $250 and can be done by only a few labs in the region. Washington State University's Cooperative Extension advises that growers and gardeners do a home test, by sprouting beans or peas in a mix of one part compost — taken from several different places in the pile or bag — and three parts soil. If the sprouts thrive through the second pair of true leaves, the compost probably is safe for any plant. If the leaves cup and stems curl, the compost could be contaminated. 

• Sensitive plants at risk of damage are in the legume, nightshade and composite family, including asters, beans, carrots, lettuce, peas, potatoes, sunflowers, tomatoes, clovers, thistles and dandelions. The herbicide does not harm people, animals or wildlife, according to environmental toxicologists at WSU. 

For more information, see WSU's Web site. 
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