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Dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT)  is a synthetic insecticide that was used extensively 

during and after World War II. It was later discovered to be toxic to  animals which feed on affected 

insects, as populations of certain birds were observed to have rapidly declined. As awareness of 

the effects increased in the 1960s, use of the insecticide on crops declined (especially after it was 

found in human food supply, esp. dairy milk and meat) until it was banned in the 1970s in many 

countries.i DDT production and export continued through the 1980s. By the 1990s, DDT was still 

manufactured by China, India, Indonesia, and Italy. ii DDT is well retained by soils and may be able 

to leach into groundwater because it is nearly insoluble in water.iii In the US, DDT could still be 

found as a residue in food products (esp. meal, fish, poultry, and dairy) as of the early 2000s. iv 

DDT was used extensively in the Canal Zone to fight sand fleas, termites, mosquitos and 

other pests. The chemical was applied to building materials, buried around the perimeters of 

buildings and quarters, sprayed on screens over windows, and even sprayed around the interiors of 

quarters when malaria was a significant threat on the isthmus (use of DDT for malaria control 

remained relatively stable despite decline in agricultural uses v). DDT was also regularly mixed with 

petroleum-based liquids and sprayed as a fog from trucks in the evenings to disrupt especially 

mosquito populations.  vi vii viii ix x xi xii 

 

Figure 1. DDT Truck fogging in Quarry Heights. Photo credit:  Panama Canal Company. 



DDT attacks the nervous and endocrine systems in animals and humans. It has no 

relationship to 2,4,5-T, or Agent Orange, which contain dioxin TCDD and attack the endocrine 

system. Chronic exposure can affect reproductive capabilities, embryo or fetus, and promote 

breast cancer.xiii A 2021 Sierra Club report suggested DDT exposure in pregnant females between 

1959 and 1967 produced higher risks of obesity, earlier menstruation and testicular cancer in their 

grandchildren.xiv xv 
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