
2012 is 50th anniversary of 
publication of Silent Spring.



Silent Spring (1962) considered a “classic” of 
modern environmentalism

• Serialized in New Yorker, Silent Spring became best-seller

• Carson became one of the most admired women in USA

• Credited with “launching the [modern] environmental 
movement”— by calling attention to risks of chemicals in 
environment

• Providing major impetus for establishment of US EPA



Remains one of best-selling environmental books of all time



Carson’s work had lasting impact

• Led to PSAC review of DDT 
and other persistent 
pesticides.

• Led in turn to decision to 
ban DDT use in USA

• Recovery of American eagle, 
the California condor, and 
other birds who existence 
was threatened. 



Where are we today?



Since Carson is a hero, it’s easy for people to think that 
the problems she addressed have been largely solved. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://medforest.net/2019/02/26/mountain-birds-in-decline-in-europe/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Sadly, that is not the case.



Rosenberg, et al., 2019 
Science 366: 120-124. 

- 25% of all North American 
birds since 1970

- 50% grassland birds

Some a bit better: Wetland 
biomes “only” - 13%

Individuals:
> 3 billion individual birds 

Since Silent 
Spring, Major 

declines in North 
American birds



NGO Campaign:
3billionbirds.org.  #Bringbackbirds



“7 simple actions to help birds”

1. Put screens or decals on 
windows

2. Keep cats indoors

3. Reduce lawns, plant natives

4. Avoid pesticides by buying 
organic food 

5. Drink shade-grown coffee 

6. Reduce use of plastics

7. Watch birds, share what you 
see.   
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https://theconversation.com/the-best-places-to-see-australian-birds-this-summer-51899
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/


These are all individual actions

• Framework of “individual 
responsibility.”

• Similar to the idea 
promoted by oil and gas 
company, BP, of a “carbon 
footprint.”

• As if decline in birdlife is due 
to individual negligence



With exception of cats, main 
causes of bird life loss are not
attributable to personal 
choices: 



The number 1 reason for wildlife loss, globally, according to UNEP, IPBES, 
the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and other sources, is habitat destruction.



The number 2 cause of bird 
loss in US is collision with 
large glass buildings, 
communication towers, and  
electrical lines (not private 
homes).
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Additional important 
sources of mortality: 

• Pesticides, mostly used in 
commercial agriculture. 

• Commercial fishing by-
catch.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY
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On other words, most bird death is not 
caused by things ordinary people do in 

daily life, but by industrial and 
commercial activity.



This means we need law and governance 
to regulate how we do business.



The 3billionbird campaign acknowledges 
that political action could also be useful

Under avoiding pesticides, it 
offers:

Take it further: Urge U.S. 
Representatives to cosponsor the 
Saving America’s Pollinators Act. 
The bill, H.R. 1337, requires the 
Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) to suspend registration of 
neonics.

BUT ONLY after telling you to buy 
organic food.



Typical of a larger pattern 
particularly in US of focusing on 

“what you can do…”

…while ignoring the commercial interests 
that push unregulated chemicals, weaken 

laws and regulations that protect birds (and 
other life). 



As the call for this conference notes, the 
world remains awash in chemicals, many of 

which are weakly regulated, if at all. 

Many species, particularly pollinators, are 
threatened by damaging chemicals in the 

environment.



Rosenberg et al. study suggests 
only type of bird that has not 
declined in North America are 
waterfowl.

Almost certainly because wetlands 
are far more protected than any 
other biome. 

Federal, state, provincial, and 
tribal laws protect wetlands, in 
ways that they do not protect 
other habitat.



In other words, the law is almost certainly the most powerful 
tool to protect birds, and other life. 



But today, as in the past, powerful actors work to prevent 
meaningful legal protection to protect habitat and control 

toxic chemicals. 



This is not new. 



At the time, Rachel Carson faced attacks from the 
food industry in America and its allies.

In the 1990s and onwards, continued by corporate 
and other advocates opposed to government 

“interference” in the “free market.”



Often this involved outrights lies about Carson, about the 
effect of DDT, and effects of banning DDT…

That she wanted an outright ban on all chemicals (not true)

That millions of people died unnecessarily from malaria caused by “over-
reaction” about DDT (also not true.  DDT had already by 1970s stopped working 

well because insects had evolved resistance.)



Competitive Enterprise 
Institute: Promotes “free 
market” solutions.

“Rachel was wrong” 
campaign.

“As it turns out, Rachel Carson was 
wrong. …Over thirty years after 
Silent Spring's publication, a 
wealth of scientific evidence 
suggests that many of the 
concerns Carson raised were 
unfounded.” (1996)



CATO Institute:

Banning DDT was 
“disastrous”… “no 

scientific study has been 
able to replicate a case of 
actual human harm from 

DDT…”

Also false. 



Lancet (2005): When used at levels required for 
mosquito control, DDT exposure is associated with 
significant impacts on human reproduction

– Increased rate of pre-term birth, low birth weight, 
possibly birth defects.

– Shortened duration of lactation and early weaning.

– Correlated with higher infant mortality.

Walter J. Rogan and Aimin Chen, “Health Risks and Benefits of bis (4- chlorophenyl)-1,1,1- trichloroethane 
(DDT),” Lancet 366, no. 9487 (August 27, 2005): 763–73.



Major argument in the 1970s was whether DDT caused 
cancer in humans, particularly breast cancer. 

Hard to answer because of long latency effects.

2007: Berkeley study of reproductive-aged women 
exposed to DDT in 1950s and 60s examined their 
mortality and morbidity from breast cancer.

The results showed a fivefold increase in breast cancer 
risk among women with high levels of serum DDT or its 
metabolites.

• Barbara A. Cohn et al., “DDT and Breast Cancer in Young Women: New Data on the Significance of Age at Exposure,” Environmental Health Perspectives 115, no. 
10 (October2007): 1406–14; Rick Weiss, “Long Hidden Dangers? Early Exposure to DDT May Raise Risk of Breast Cancer,” Washington Post, October 9, 2007, 
sec. F, 1, http:// www .washingtonpost .com/ wp -dyn/ content/ article/ 2007/ 10/ 05/ AR2007100502253.html .



Science is clear: 
DDT was (and is) dangerous to wildlife and to 

humans.

Abundant scientific evidence in the 1950, ‘60s, 
‘70s has been corroborated by further studies

More than a half century of accumulated (and 
consistent) scientific evidence.



In hindsight, it is clear that we avoided many 
serious harms from DDT because we acted.

And we acted, in no small part, because of 
Rachel Carson’s eloquent and urgent voice.



Many of these false claims 

about Rachel Carson and DDT 

emanate from sources who also 

deny climate change.

This column, which quotes 

Oregon Institute of Science and 

Medicine’s  Art Robinson 

(2010), infamous for the 

“Oregon Petition” denying the 

scientific consensus on climate 

change.



After Rush Limbaugh
parroted the “Rachel was wrong” attack, 

the Competitive Enterprise Institute
promoted him for the Nobel Peace Prize.



Often these claims 
are repeated by 

people who should 
know better.

Tina Rosenberg, 
MacArthur Fellow, 

2004 



These patterns of misrepresentation, 
misinformation, and personal attacks on 

scientists, environmentalists, and journalists 
who try to cover these stories continue 

today. 



I’m pleased to open this conference, on Science, 
Lobbies and the Environment, or what I like to 

call Paths to a Less Silent Spring. 



And she was not wrong.


