The Time is NOW for Strong,
Federal Protections for Farmworkers

arm work is hard and dangerous work. Each year millions of farmworkers, including seasonal and migrant workers, toil in fields
across the U.S. to bring food to dinner tables across the country. But in spite of their hard work, farmworkers and their families
experience unjust hazards from pesticides utilized in agriculture. This is a serious environmental justice issue that requires urgent
attention from consumers, producers, retailers, and policy makers. After an almost 20-year delay, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) released its long-awaited proposal to update the Farm Worker Protection Standard (WPS), which is designed to provide
protections from pesticide exposure hazards for more than two million farmworkers and their families across the nation. Historically,
farmworker advocates have criticized these protections as woefully inadequate in protecting the health of agricultural workers, but these
new revisions attempt to strengthen the standards through increased training for workers handling pesticides, improved notification of

pesticide applications, and a higher minimum age requirement for children to work around pesticides.

As described by EPA, “WPS is a
regulation intended to reduce the
risks of injury or illness resulting
from agricultural workers’ and han-
dlers’ use and contact with pesti-
cides on farms, forests, nurseries
and greenhouses.” An analysis of
EPA’s proposed WPS rule reveals
a mixed bag. In many regards, the
proposed rule achieves the agen-
cy’s stated intention and improves
upon the outdated and inadequate
standards that have plagued the
agricultural industry. However, in
far too many instances, the WPS
fails by establishing standards that
fall short of necessary protections.
Farmworkers face disproportionate
risks to pesticide exposures, with
EPA stating that pesticide exposure
incidents are vastly under-reported
—in some case by as much as 90
percent. For this reason, we must
ensure that WPS is as strong as it
could be for workers.

Dangers Persist

The scientific literature confirms that farmworkers, their families,
and their communities face elevated hazards from pesticide expo-
sures, and existing farmworker data finds that the incidence rate
of pesticide poisoning is extremely high. An average of 57.6 out
of every 100,000 agricultural workers experience acute pesticide
poisoning, iliness or injury each year.

Pesticide application and resulting drift cause dermal, inhalation,
and oral exposures that are typically underestimated. Agricultural
pesticides are detected in farmworker homes that tend to be lo-
cated near agricultural fields, meaning that, even after workers
leave the fields, they are still exposed. According to a study involv-
ing seasonal and migrant workers, they experience repeated ex-
posures to the same pesticides, evidenced by multiple pesticides
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routinely detected in their bodies. As
a result of cumulative long-term ex-
posures, farmworkers and their chil-
dren, who often times also work on
the farm, are at risk of developing se-
rious chronic health problems, such
as neurological impairments, autism,
cancer, and Parkinson’s disease.

Pesticides like the herbicide 2,4-D,
and organophosphate (e.g., chlor-
pyrifos), and pyrethroid insecti-
cides are routinely detected in the
bodies and homes of farmworkers.
The risks of exposure from these
chemicals have long lasting impacts
on farmworker communities. For in-
stance, research finds that children
exposed to high levels of chlorpy-
rifos had brain development delays,
attention problems, attention-defi-
cit/hyperactivity disorder problems,
and pervasive developmental dis-
order problems at three years of
age. Other research finds that those
with long-term exposure to 2,4-D
had poor semen quality, and higher
rates of birth defects. Elevated rates of cancer is also a reality that
many farmworkers face.

A recent Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) scien-
tific report, Worker lliness Related to Newly Marketed Pesticides
— Douglas County, Washington, (Calvert, 2014), identifies “at
least three potential occupational hazards in agriculture: off-tar-
get pesticide drift, toxicity of some recently marketed pesticides,
and a gap in worker notification requirements.” The report re-
counts the poisoning in April 2014 of 20 farmworkers at a Wash-
ington State cherry farm who were trellising cherry tree branches
when a new pesticide mixture being applied to a neighboring pear
orchard drifted onto their work site, causing acute illness within
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Worker Protection Standard

Updates to the Rule: The proposed improvements to the Farm Worker Protection Standard (WPS) include many recommendations from farm-
worker advocates. Most importantly, workers and handlers will be made aware of their rights under the WPS and of the resources available to
them in the event of a suspected act of retaliation or noncompliance with the standard.

Improvements made to the 2014 WPS proposed rule

Worker Training: Raising the level of training for workers and
handlers from every five years to once a year. The training will
include information on farmworker protections required, restric-
tions on entering pesticide-treated fields, access to information
and use of personal protective equipment. It will also provide in-
structions on reducing pesticide exposure in the home.

Recommendations to strengthen and improve 2014
WPS proposed rule

Provide more comprehensive training and information access.
Training that incorporates clear directions to report violations of
pesticide use without fear of retaliation or intimidation must be
prioritized. Further, workers should be provided with contact in-
formation of potential legal representation as a part of worker
and handler training, should the worker need legal redress.

Notification: Requiring mandatory posting of no entry signs in
treated areas that have a re-entry time of more than 48 hours
rather than either oral or posted notification.

Require notice of all pesticide applications, both on site and
in central areas. Pesticide application notices should be posted
before and after application. Notices should be posted at the
treated area and in central areas where workers converge. It
should not be one or the other.

Minimum Age: Setting the minimum age of pesticide applica-
tors and early entry works to 16 years of age; previous rules had
absolutely no minimum age requirements.

Protect all children. The WPS should have a firmer stance on
protecting children and establish a baseline age of 18 for all
children. This includes farm owner children who are currently
exempt. Science shows that adolescents are still vulnerable to
pesticide exposures.

Buffer Zones: Expanding no-entry buffer areas around pesti-
cide-spray zones from nurseries and greenhouses to also in-
clude farms and forests to reduce exposure.

Establish broader, universal drift and volatilization protections.
The expansion of entry-restricted areas and buffer zones to in-
clude farms and forests, in addition to nurseries and greenhous-
es, is critical and should extend to areas neighboring treated sites
where pesticides can drift and volatilize off the field after applica-
tion. This must apply to all pesticides and application methods.

PPEs: Requiring personal protection equipment must be con-
sistent with the Occupational Safety and Health Administration
standards for ensuring respirators are providing protection.

Institute the highest level of protective gear, supplies, and sys-
tems technology possible. Equipment must be consistent and
suited to the highest possible protective needs. Standards should
also require improved technologies and systems shown to reduce
hazardous exposure, such as closed mixing and loading systems,
and dust/mist filtering masks and respirators.

Hazard Information: Requiring employers to communicate
pesticide hazards to workers, handlers, or authorized represen-
tatives. Require employers to maintain pesticide application-
specific information, labeling and safety data and make that
information available to workers, handlers, or their authorized
representatives.

Pesticides/and\Youl

Provide medical monitoring and better accountability mecha-
nisms. Workers should be provided with medical monitoring,
like those available in California and Washington, to better as-
sess exposure and impacts while also providing them with ac-
cess to medical care if needed.
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Federal Protection for Farmworkers, continued from page 18

minutes. Several farmworkers sought medical treatment for symp-
toms ranging from headache and eye irritation to gastrointestinal
disorders and respiratory problems. Half of the affected workers
had symptoms that persisted over two weeks. Pesticide residues
were found on not only the workers’ clothing, but also on the por-
table toilets used by the workers, demonstrating that workers can
be exposed directly and indirectly from drifting pesticides.

Despite federal regulations to reduce pesticide exposure
among farmworkers (e.g., personal protective equipment or
PPEs), research conducted in farmworker communities show
that such regulations are only partially enforced. High levels
of pesticides continue to be detected among farmworker com-
munities across the country, providing evidence that PPEs and
other controls do not go far enough to protect this highly ex-
posed population.

Many of these exposure and disproportionate impact issues will
not be reduced by the proposed WPS as long as pesticide use
remains a rampant and escalating component of agriculture. If
EPA is committed to environmental justice and the health and
well-being of farmworkers, and is unwilling to remove certain
toxic pesticides that have proven to impair farmworker health
from agricultural use, then the WPS must ensure the very high-

Endnotes

est safety standards, and assist in moving the agricultural industry
toward a less pesticide-reliant system.

Transition to safer practices

The consumer focus on pesticide residues on fruits and vegetables
and other food commodities does not ensure that workers are being
protected from hazardous pesticides. Some of the foods that have the
least residues (e.g., onions) are grown with some of the most hazard-
ous pesticides (e.g., chlorpyrifos). The situation is captured by the Be-
yond Pesticides’ database Eating with a Conscience. The best way for
consumers to advance protection of workers is to purchase food that is
certified organic. The Agricultural Justice Project (AJP) is adding a social
justice screen to organic production by working with growers to ensure
adherence to workplace standards that protect worker rights, provid-
ing those growers in the program with an AJP label. The standards ad-
dress fair wages and benefits for workers, housing, workplace health
and safety, as well as children on farms, among others. For more infor-
mation, visit the agriculturaljusticeproject.org. Others, including Coali-
tion of Immokolee Workers, EI Comite de Apoyo a Los Trabajadores
Agricolas (CATA), Farm Labor Organizing Committee, and United Farm
Workers, advance farmworker justice.

This is the expanded and fully cited version of an article by Nichelle
Harriott, originally published in the Spring 2015 issue of Pesticides and
You, Vol. 35, No. 1.
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