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INTRODUCTION

Women workforce constitutes an integral part of total workforce in India. According to
the last three NSSO surveys, the workforce in the country grew from 45.91 crore in 2004-
05 to 47.41 crore persons in 2011-12, out of which 33.69 crore are rural workers and 13.72
crore are urban worker. The total number of women workers in 2011, including rural and
urban, as per population Census 2011 is 15.0 crore. In the rural areas, it is 1 2.2 while in
urban areas it is 2.8 (http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com).

At present, India is the largest producer of pesticides in Asia and ranks twelfth in the
world for the use of pesticides with an annual production of 90,000 tons. A vast majority of
the population in India (56.7 %) are engaged in agriculture and are therefore exposed to the
pesticides used in agriculture (Gupta, 2004 and Goverment of India, 2002-2007). Seed
treatment, transplantation, cleaning, drying, storage and vegetable plucking activities are
mostly performed by farm women. Farm women are also employed as pesticide applicators
during agriculture operations in different parts of the country as well.

Occupational health hazards of farm women:
Exposure to pesticides both occupationally and environmentally causes a range of human

health problems. It is estimated that nearly 10,000 deaths annually to use of chemical pesticide
worldwide, with about three-fourths of these occurring in developing countries (Horrigan et
al., 2002). Among farming activities, women generally participate in transplanting, weeding,
plant protection, harvesting, processing, winnowing, storing, etc. Many of these are very
laborious, time consuming and drudgery prone (http://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au).

Causes of occupational health hazards:
The hazards faced by farm women in their daily activities may be due to –
1. Lack of safety measures during the farm operation resulted in incidents/accidents
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such as trapping of cloth, slipping ,falling of machine on body, etc..
2. Exposure to pesticides either directly by involvement during preparation and use of

pesticide spray on field or indirect i.e. working in the field at the
time of spray.

3. Lack of knowledge about proper operation and handling
of modern equipment/ technology,

4. Stress due to low wages , monotonous work , irregular
hours, excess responsibilities etc. (https://www.questia.com).

Pesticides commonly used :
Pesticides can be beneficial tools. They help control pests -

such as weeds, insects, and plant diseases- which transmit disease,
destroy crops, or cause damage to property. They allow high-quality
food and fiber crops to be grown at a lower cost to consumers.
Like many other chemicals, though, pesticides can be hazardous if

Table 1 : Common health hazards of farm women in cultivation 
Operation Health hazard Causative Factor  Type of Hazard  

Nursery management  

Watering  Shoulder pain, body ache  Working of arms in repetitive 

fashion  

Physical  

Weeding  Low back pain, pain in joints 

of arms, body ache  

Bending constantly for hours in 

bent posture  

Physical  

Manuring  Low back pain  Continuous bending posture  Chemical  

Pulling and 

bundling  

Discolouration and Tanning 

of palms  

Working of arms in repetitive 

fashion  

Physical  

Plant protection Toxicity, Infection, 

Congestion, Respiratory 

problem, Insect bite  

Constant contact with pesticides, 

ignorance about right use of 

pesticides and chemicals  

Chemical, 

biologoical  

Field crop management 

Preparatory 

cultivation  

Cuts, wounds, body ache and 

fatigue  

Lack of proper safe equipment  Physical  

Manuring Poisoning, toxicity  Inhalation of fumes and polluted 

air  

Chemical  

Transplanting  Back pain and body ache  Long hours of working under 

scorching sun  

Physical  

Plant Protection Congestion, respiratory 

problem  

Constant contact with pesticides, 

ignorance about right use of 

pesticides 

chemicals  

Post harvest product management  

Harvesting and 

stringing  

Skin infection, Nausea, 

Vomiting Allergy, Dermatitis  

Absorption due to constant skin 

contact with plant  

Chemical  

Grading  Strain and irritation of eyes  Fungal spores and pollen grain  Biological  

Baling\ Packing Respiratory problem  Inhalation of dust and husk  Chemical  
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Risks involved in handling pesticides :
It depends on two factors:  Exposure to pesticides and   the toxicity of the pesticides.

Toxicity information is given on the pesticide label. Pesticide labels list the active ingredient
and concentration. Three signal words that are used to indicate relative toxicity are:

– Danger/poison - highly hazardous
– Warning - moderately hazardous
– Caution - slightly hazardous
Exposure is related to how the pesticide contacts the body: through the skin, eyes, nose

or mouth. Protective clothing and equipment minimize exposure and the risks involved in
handling pesticides.

Conclusion:
Awareness about proper use of protective clothing, foot wear, head cover, gloves, mask

etc. and information on various kinds of accidents, health hazards and protection against
chemicals, insecticides and pesticides should be generated among farm women to safeguard
their health.  Farmers needs to be encouraged to reduce, if not eliminate the use of pesticides,

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH HAZARDS OF FARM WOMEN

Table 2 : Pesticides commonly used by the farmers  

Pesticide : Common name (WHO classification) Chemical family 

Extremely hazardous* 

 Phorate       Organophosphate  

Highly hazardous* 

Monocrotophos    Organophosphate 

Profenofos amd Cypermethrin   Combination pesticide  

Carbofuran                     Carbamate 

Moderately hazardous* 

Dimethoate Organophosphat  

Quinalphos  Organophosphat  

Endosulphan    Organochlorine 

Carbaryl Carbamate 

Chlorpyrifos Organophosphate 

Cyhalothrin       Pyrethroid   

Fenthion Organophosphate 

DDT Organochlorine   

Slightly hazardous*      

Malathion Organophosphate 

Unlikely to present acute hazard in normal use*   

Carbendazim     Carbamate  

Atrazine Triazine 
*WHO classification of pesticides  
 

not used safely. Most pesticide accidents happen when users are careless or when they do
not know how to handle pesticides safely. The time spend to learn about the safe use of
pesticides is an investment in the health and safety of family, and others.
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with the introduction of incentives to the farmers to help them shift from synthetic pesticides
to bio pesticides and organic farming.
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