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Decisions about pesticide risk-the 
balance between the costs and the 
benefits of using a material to control 
pests-would at first seem to be individ- 
ual choices about the use of private 
property. Yet the impacts of pesticides 
are not restricted to individuals and their 
own property. Whatever my decision on 
whether or not to  use pesticides on my 
farm, business, forest, or lawn, I will also 
be affected by the decisions made by my 
neighbors on whether or not they use 
pesticides. Such interactions occur from 
the personal to the international level. 
We are discovering, for example, that 
decisions to  use pesticides in other 
countr ies  may have impacts on  
consumers and producers in the United 
States. Because the costs and benefits of 
pesticide use are externalized (i.e., not 
borne or received solely by the person 
or group using the pesticide), collective 
decisions must be made about the degree 
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of risk to be tolerated by society and the 
mechanisms necessary to control that 
risk. 

Because of the public consequences of 
private decisions, the public sector is 
involved in considerations of pesticide 
risk. The result is an increasing number 
of laws regulating the use of pesticides 
at local, state, and national levels, as well 
as an increasing number of government 
agencies at all these levels charged with 
regulating pesticide use-and, belatedly, 
with monitoring pesticide presence. 
Philosophically, the propriety of public 
involvement is therefore justified. The 
sociological question is when and why 
concern about  public consequences 
overcomes our nation's general reticence 
to interfere with what are defined at the 
individual level as property rights. 

Assessment of the' risks of pesticides 
varies according to the disciplinary 
background of the individual or group 
and the system level considered. It is 
instructive to lay out the criteria used 
by groups with different intellectual 
backgrounds for assessing pesticide risks, 
as well as to analyze the consequences 
of considering different system levels of 
risk impact when undertaking such 
assessments. 

to focus on what our training has made 
easiest to evaluate. The plant pathologist 
might assess a pesticide according to its 
impact on plant disease: What propor- 
tion of the pathogen population dies 
when treated with a specific pesticide? 
An entomologist might assess a pesticide 
according to the proportion of the insect 
population eliminated by its application. 
A farm management economist might 
assess a pesticide according to the profits 
a farmer derives from treating a crop 
compared with not treating it. An 
agronomist might assess a pesticide 
according to its impact on yield. A 
consumer economist might assess the 
benefits in terms of increased crop 
production and the resulting price and 
availability benefits to consumers. An 
ecologist might focus on the impact of 
a pesticide on the interactions between 
organisms, including maintenance of 
biological diversity in a particular 
ecosystem. A philosopher might assess 
a pesticide in terms of conflicting ethical 
considerations. And a sociologist might 
assess pesticide risks in terms of power 
relationships: Who pays and who 
benefits? 

These assessment criteria direct atten- 
tion to different system levels. The plant 
pathologist and the entomologist might 
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