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Agriculture occupations are very hazardous for all, but women face distinctive risks. Chemical exposure
unduly impacts women workers due to their biological vulnerability and gendered labour positions.
Women working in agriculture are often overlooked despite their contributions to feeding. Women on
average make up about 43% of agricultural workers in low and middle income counties but get ignored in
policy decisions and practice From spraying pesticides, picking tea leaves, and thinning sprayed crops
women are being exposed throughout these tasks. Hazardous substances like solvents, pesticides,
endocrine disrupting chemicals (EDC), and persistent organic pollutants (POP) are all connected to
cancers, hormone disruption, immune system impairments, reproductive issues and risks child
development if pregnant. Men and women are exposed to different chemicals and also face different
social determinants. With that being said, chemical safety should be addressed through a gender view for
effective health protection, fair work and environmental justice in order for global sustainability.

Women work a variety of different roles in agriculture and may not know they are being exposed to
hazardous chemicals during their workplace. This lack of chemical awareness roots from limited training,
insufficient protective equipment, and regulatory oversight that fail to conduct safety. Particular tasks
women do that can leave an exposure are picking fruit or vegetables, washing out pesticide containers or
washing contaminated clothing, cotton picking, thinning sprayey crops, and weeding. For example,
farmwomen who pick crops that have been

spayed herbicides that are classified as highly toxic and come to dermal contact to pesticide residues
through the skin. Inhalation of herbicides can lead to respiratory disorders like chronic bronchitis and
other obstructive pulmonary diseases. Dermal contact can be associated with skin irritations, hormonal
destructions, reproductive health issues, cancers, and risks for fetal and child development. Over time
these continuous tasks, even if it is low-level exposure can go long ways increasing the health risks in
women. Not having access to the personal protective equipment (PPE) is often inadequate because many
are designed for men, not designed for women's bodies leaving them vulnerable to preventable harm.

Women are differently affected by chemical exposure and the health outcomes than men, because of their
biological and physiological makeup. Not only does the chemical exposure be different from gender
related factors, but the impact of the exposure can also be different based on the biological sex. In
“Women, Chemicals And The SDGs,” published on IPEN (International Pollution Elimination Network),
a website that works to strengthen national chemical policies internationally, Dr. Sara Brosche, science
advisor at IPEN notes “ Endocrine-disrupting chemicals may for example have adverse effects on the
female hypothalamic-pituitary-ovarian axis that regulates female reproductive hormones and female
reproductive tissues” (Brosche 66).

These disruptions can compound to infertility, menopause, and increased risks of hormone related
cancers. Understanding these gender specific health effects are essential for the developments of safety
policies that protect women’s health in agricultural communities.
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Despite women's contributions to agriculture they continue to face persistent financial and social barriers.
On average, women earn about 20% less than a man for similar work labor, creating wider economic
inequalities. Lower income women have to balance two burdens: a job

and their household, while also having limited access to healthcare and social support. Although women
hold much potential in playing a bigger part in their families and their community, they do not get the
opportunity. In policy making women are often excluded from policymaking and underrepresented,
leaving women without a voice. As a result, many women bear the unsafe working conditions and receive
inadequate pay, perpetuating cycles of vulnerability and inequity.

All agriculture workers regardless of gender identity, should all deserve equal opportunities,
responsibilities and a voice in decisions that affect their lives. But yet women’s efforts in feeding the
world are still kept in the shadows when it comes to policy discussions keeping them from achieving their
best. Acknowledging the important roles women perform in agriculture is essential to dismantling the
systemic barriers they face. These obstacles are not just disappointing but perpetuate poverty in women
who already juggle demanding household and work responsibilities. From not having the proper
protective equipment that fits women, and being underinformed about the hazardous chemicals they will
work with. These persistent issues among women workers in agriculture require urgent policy attention
and should be taken into account. Ensuring women have equal ability to participate and have a say in
chemical management is vital, not just for their own health but to promote safety and fairness for all
workers. Prioritizing women’s protective equipment from chemical exposure is a necessity to move
forward to a true environmental and social justice.

Efforts in the agriculture community, development organizations and government need to be done to
ensure that women also have an effective participation, and equal opportunities in decision making roles
across economic, political and public life. Enhancing women's roles in agriculture goes beyond
supporting gender equality, but increases agriculture activity that lifts communities out of hunger. We all
live where chemicals exist and pose a threat to our human health, collaborative action to minimize these
health risks are key for improving the well being of entire populations.

References

Arora, Tripti. “WE NEED WOMEN’S EQUITY for a TOXICS-FREE WORLD.” IPEN, International Pollutants Elimination
Network , Aug. 2023, www.ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/women_and chemicals_factsheet.pdf.

Brosche, Sara. “Women, Chemicals and the SDGs.” (IPEN), International Pollutants Elimination Network (IPEN), 8 Mar. 2021,
ipen.org/documents/women-chemicals-and-sdgs.

“Chemical Hazards in the Agricultural Sector.” ILO, International Labour Organization ,
www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wemspS/groups/public/@ed_protect/@protrav/@safework/documents/instructionalmaterial/wems
~871784.pdf.

Curl, Cynthia L., et al. “Synthetic Pesticides and Health in Vulnerable Populations: Agricultural Workers.” Current
Environmental Health Reports, vol. 7, no. 1, Jan. 2020, pp. 13-29, https://doi.org/10.1007/s40572-020-00266-5.




7% Fred Hutch

Across the Map: Community Currents Driving Change

A
#/.  Cancer Center WEEKLY OPED BY EXPLORERS HS INTERNS
SILENT HARVEST: ACCENTUATING CHEMICAL EXPOSURE AND HEALTH DISPARITIES IN AGRICULTURE
WOMEN WORKERS
BY DL

“Farmworkers | Pesticide Action Network (PAN).” PAN, Pesticide Action Agroecology Network , 30 Jan. 2023,
www.panna.org/resources/farmworkers/.

Frontline. “Chemical Safety in Agriculture: Tips and Best Practices.” Frontline Data Solutions, 6 May 2021,
www.fldata.com/agriculture-chemical-safety.

Lundberg, Brita, and Michael Bader. “Massachusetts Medical Society: Recognizing the Health Effects of Pesticides.”
Massachusetts Medical Society , 2022, www.massmed.org/health-effects-pesticides/.

Martin-Reina, Jose, et al. “Adverse Health Effects in Women Farmers Indirectly Exposed to Pesticides.” International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health, vol. 18, no. 11, May 2021, p. 5909, https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18115909.

“The Crucial Role of Women in Agriculture: Challenges and Opportunities * CSR Education.” CSR Education, 24 June 2024,
csr.education/gender-development/women-in-agriculture-challenges-opportunities/.

“Women & Chemicals: Health Impacts and Gendered Exposure.” HEJ-Support, 23 Nov. 2025, hej-support.org/women-
chemicals-health-impacts-and-gendered-exposure/.

“Women in Agriculture: Roles, Challenges, and Opportunities.” WAF, World Agriculture Forum, 11 Dec. 2025,
worldagricultureforum.org/public/assets/images/knowledge-center/Report-%20Women%20in%?20agriculture.pdf.




	The Explorers Virtual Internship at Fred Hutch is made possible by Pathways to Cancer Research (R25CA221770), a Youth Enjoy Science Award (YES/CURE), from the National Cancer Institute (NCI) at the National Institutes of Health. The contents of are so...



