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1264 Apopka Boulevard  ●  Apopka, FL  32703(407)886-5151 phone  ●  (407)884-6644 faxwww.floridafarmworkers.org 

 

August 18, 2014 

 

Administrator Gina McCarthy 

Environmental Protection Agency 

1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 

Washington, DC 20460 

 

Re: Agricultural Worker Protection Standard Revisions; Proposed Rule                         

Docket ID # EPA-HQ-OPP-2011-0184 

 

Dear Administrator McCarthy: 

Thank you for this opportunity to submit public comments on the proposed Agricultural Worker 

Protection Standard Revisions.  The Farmworker Association of Florida is submitting the following 

comments on the proposed rule regarding the Worker Protection Standard.  We begin our comments 

with background information about our organization and our work in order to demonstrate our 

organization’s unique and valuable experience.  We feel that an understanding of our organization’s 
experiences of and role within farmworker communities gives us profound insights into the working 

conditions regarding the health and safety of farmworkers and supports our justification for the 

comments that we are submitting below.  In addition, we endorse and have signed on to the comments 

expressed in the letter submitted by Farmworker Justice, Earthjustice and other organizations. For 

further and more detailed comments endorsed by FWAF, we refer you to that letter. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION - The organization, its work, and its experience with 

farmworkers in Florida 

About the Farmworker Association of Florida 

The Farmworker Association of Florida is a statewide, grassroots, community-based, non-profit, 

farmworker membership organization with five offices and close to 10,000 farmworker members in the 

state of Florida and a 31 year history of working to improve the living and working conditions of 

farmworkers.  The scope of work of the organization covers 15 counties throughout Central, South and 

Southwest Florida, with a small leadership team located in Northwest Florida.  The mission of the 

Farmworker Association of Florida is to build capacity among farmworker and rural low-income 

communities in Florida to respond to and gain control over the social, political, economic, workplace, 
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health and environmental justice issues that impact their lives.  The guiding vision of the organization 

is a social environment where farmworkers’ contribution, dignity, and worth are acknowledged, 
appreciated, and respected through economic, social and environmental justice.     Since its inception, 

the organization has had a focus on farmworker health and safety, especially as it relates to 

occupational exposure to agricultural chemicals.   

FWAF was, also, a founding member of the Farmworker Health and Safety Institute and the 

Farmworker Network for Economic and Environmental Justice.  In addition, FWAF has been a 

partner in three different community-based participatory research projects with academic 

institutions, two studies of which dealt with farmworkers and occupational exposure risks.  In a fourth 

and earlier study with NIESH, FWAF was a partner in conducting interviews with workers in a study 

to examine the relationship between long-term pesticide exposure in farmworkers and deficits in 

cognitive and psychomotor function.   A summary of the study can be accessed at this link.  

http://www.niehs.nih.gov/research/atniehs/labs/epi/studies/fwhs/index.cfm 

Leadership of FWAF:  Farmworkers are the heart and soul of the Farmworker Association of Florida.  

The General Coordinator, Tirso Moreno, is himself a former farmworker, primarily in citrus, but 

in other crops, including vegetables, as well.  His wife worked as a farmworker, both in the citrus 

groves, in the vegetable fields of Lake Apopka, and in the nursery industry that is an important 

economic engine in Central Florida.   

Since it began close to 31 years ago, the Board of Directors of FWAF has been composed almost 

entirely of current and/or former farmworkers, and it is they who are the ones that help steer the course 

of the organization.  Each of the five office areas of FWAF is led by a leadership team that meets 

regularly and that is composed of local community members, all or most of whom are themselves 

current or former farmworkers.  FWAF Area Coordinators are all former farmworkers themselves, 

who live and work in the community that they serve and with which they work.   

Some of FWAF’s staff members in other programs, such as the Vocational Rehabilitation program, are 
former farmworkers.   Many other staff members who are not farmworkers also live in the 

communities that FWAF serves.   Each office is located in an agricultural area that produces products 

ranging from vegetables, mushrooms, citrus, sod, and foliage plants, including ferns and other 

ornamentals.  Each office area is unique, hence, FWAF’s work is grassroots and community-driven 

and responds to the specific community needs, leadership direction, and agricultural realities of 

the area and represents the ethnic diversity of the area.  Because of this, FWAF has earned the 

respect and trust of the communities in which it works.  

FWAF prides itself on being a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural organization.  The membership and Board 

of Directors reflects this, as members are African American, Haitian and Hispanic, including Mexican, 

Salvadoran, Guatemalan, and Honduran, who collectively speak English, Creole, Spanish, and various 

indigenous languages.  What unites these different groups is their commitment to dignity, respect and 

justice for those who work in the fields, greenhouses, nurseries, ferneries, and mushroom farms in 

Florida.  They are, also, united by their marginalized socioeconomic status and their relative 

http://www.niehs.nih.gov/research/atniehs/labs/epi/studies/fwhs/index.cfm
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‘invisibility’ in spite of the essential role they play in the well-being and functioning of our nation and 

in their indispensable place in the economic prosperity of the United States.   

Farmworkers’ Role and Contribution 

Agriculture is a major economic driver in our country.  Domestic consumption of agricultural products, 

as well as exports to other countries, plays a key and indisputable part in the wealth that the country as 

a whole enjoys.  While the tech industry is often credited with wealth creation, innovation, and growth, 

none of this would be possible if not for the strength of agriculture and the abundance of agricultural 

products that the U.S. produces.  Agriculture is the backbone of the United States.  None of these 

products could be produced, in spite of increased mechanization in recent years, without the work of 

farmworkers.  In short, unseen and unheard, farmworkers are an integral part of the economy of this 

nation. 

Unfortunately, too often, farmworkers have been the ‘disposable’ working class.  Because of the rigors 
of farm work – heavy physical labor, harsh weather conditions, hazards in the workplace, long hours 

with few breaks, the stress of piece work, pressure from supervisors or crew leaders to produce faster, 

ergonomic stresses of lifting, bending, squatting, cutting, boxing, and other tasks – all day long, 

agricultural work often demands a young and strong labor force.  Older workers that are unable to keep 

up are ‘used up’ by a system that generally does not offer them health insurance or a pension plan.   
Workers may have fewer ‘productive’ years in agriculture than workers in other sectors because of the 

strenuousness of the working conditions.  Importantly, exposure to agricultural chemicals may hasten 

the ‘work life’ of some farmworkers, leaving members of our community debilitated at an early age.   

With that as background into the history, experience, credibility and role of FWAF, we submit the 

following comments. 

 EPA asks the question:  Should EPA consider different pesticide safety training timing? If so, 

what timeframe and why? 

Pesticide Health and Safety Training for Farmworkers  

COMMENT #1 – Farmworkers should receive pesticide health and safety trainings a minimum 

of once a year.  There should be no ‘grace period’ to receive a training; rather, farmworkers 
should receive training on their first day of work in agriculture.  The trainings should be 

presented in a language that the worker can understand and in a manner that is culturally 

sensitive.  Trainings should be conducted by trained trainers and should include no more than 

1/3 audio-visual methods of training and, whenever and wherever possible, use a popular 

education method style of training.   

There should be a method of evaluating workers understanding and comprehension of the 

training information and material, such as a brief pre- and post-test to assess level of knowledge 

before and after the training.  In addition, health and safety trainings should include information 

about take-home exposures and protective measures workers should take to protect family 
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members from pesticide residues.  Reproductive and developmental health of farmworkers and 

families should be included in the trainings.    

Trainers should be present throughout the training to answer and respond to workers’ questions 
and to conduct post-training evaluation (post-test) of comprehension of the training and of 

knowledge gained. 

Community-based Health and Safety Trainings for Farmworkers 

Since 1995, FWAF has been conducting interactive, popular education method, WPS pesticide health 

and safety trainings for farmworkers in Florida.  The training that FWAF has been using was 

developed by the Farmworker Health and Safety Institute and approved by EPA in 1995.  The trainings 

are conducted in the language of the farmworker community that is served – English for African 

American farmworkers, Spanish for Hispanic farmworkers, and Creole for Haitian farmworkers.   

In addition, FWAF staff members receive an intensive Train the Trainer training to become certified to 

train farmworkers.  The FHSI training that FWAF uses is conducted in the communities where 

farmworkers live and work.  These trainings have been conducted in FWAF offices, in the offices of 

other community-based organizations, in churches, in labor camps, in homes of farmworkers, and even 

outdoors if no indoor location is available.  Since 1995, FWAF has trained thousands of workers.  

Since 2006, FWAF has had a goal of training a minimum of 500 farmworkers in Florida each year.  

FWAF did an analysis of the trainings the organization conducted between 2007 and 2013.   

It is important to understand that the trainings FWAF has conducted include workers in many different 

kinds of crops, from ornamental plants, to citrus, to vegetables, strawberries and blueberries, tropical 

fruits, mushrooms and more.  Thus, we have trained a wide cross-section of workers who work in 

various crops, who are of various ethnicities, and who work in different areas of the state.  The 

importance of the information in trainings to farmworkers cannot be underestimated.  

About the Training 

The trainings that FWAF conducts are one and one half hours long.  Additionally, highly engaged 

groups of farmworkers with many comments and questions have resulted in trainings lasting as long as 

two hours – and, this, sometimes after farmworkers have already put in a full day’s work in the fields.   

Trainings are designed to build upon the workers own knowledge and experience and to engage 

them in active participation in the training, using various activities and visual posters and props.  

They are designed to be interesting and inter-active, so that farmworkers play a role in the training 

themselves.  Farmworkers often tell us that they have never received a training or that they were told to 

watch a video, and often slept through it.  Others say that their crew leader or contractor asked them to 

sign a paper indicating that they had been trained, when in fact they had not received a training.   

At the conclusion of the WPS trainings that FWAF conducted, the participants were asked to play the 

‘Wheel of Fortune’ game to assess their level of comprehension of the information in the training.  

Seven questions are asked based on the Worker Protection Standard and individuals are asked to 
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answer the questions, with help from the group.  This is a way to assess the knowledge level of the 

workers and to reinforce what has just been learned.  By doing the ‘quiz’ in a group, farmworkers 

are more likely to remember the experience of the training and the questions that were asked, and they 

can then share thoughts and ask questions of each other afterwards.  

Following ‘Wheel of Fortune’ game, the trainers conduct an evaluation of the training with the 

workers.  Below are several charts indicating responses to the evaluation questions based on the 

evaluation forms from FWAF pesticide health and safety trainings from 2007-2012.   The responses 

trainers received from participants in the trainings are a clear indication of the importance of training, 

the need for EPA to implement new methods of training that engage the workers, the importance of 

more frequent trainings – a minimum of once a year, the interest of workers to have more information 

about the chemicals they are potentially exposed to, and the concern of workers for the health and 

safety of their family members.  This is based on information captured from evaluations from trainings 

conducted in Florida between 2007 and 2012.  

Trainings Feedback 

Between 2007 and 2012 the FWAF conducted 201 trainings on WPS (24 in 2007, 42 in 2008, 29 in 

2009, 26 in 2010, 38 in 2011, and 44 in 2012). A total of 3,184 workers were trained in 18 locations 

and 9 Florida Counties. Most trainings were conducted in Spanish by EPA certified trainers. At the end 

of each training, a short feedback survey was conducted in 172 of these trainings. The questions asked 

in the training evaluation were: 

1. What information was most important to you? 

2. Which parts of the training were unnecessary? 

3. What else would you like to know about pesticides? 

4. How we can improve this training? 

5. In general, what did you think of this training? 

We use this data to re-enforce the comments the FWAF is submitting for EPA’s WPS modification 
proposal. 

Importance of trainings 

Most workers (97%) had a positive opinion of the training.  Few of them did not have an opinion (3%), 

but none of them had a negative opinion of the training; although, in some instances workers 

commented on the length of the training, saying that it was too long. In terms of the content of the 

trainings, many of these workers explicitly mentioned that the training was more comprehensive and 

instructive than the typical training conducted using the EPA video.  Participants also expressed 

positive comments on the style/method of the training.  They valued being respected and having their 

personal workplace experiences valued and validated throughout the training.   
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Figure 1. Participants’ opinions of FWAF WPS health and safety training 

 

 

Based on the responses to the first question (What information was most important to you?), we 

concluded that almost all workers (99%) considered that the training was important to them.  

Figure 2. Importance of FWAF trainings to farmworker participants 
 

 

Of these workers, almost half of them (47%) expressed that all the information contained in the 

training was important, while another 40% of workers focused on the safety-protective aspect of the 

training, 10% mentioned the legal or worker rights aspect of the training, and another small percentage 

(3%) said that it was important because it was practical.  

Figure 3. Reasons workers consider the FWAF trainings important 
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Among the comments relating to each of the reasons why the training was important, we highlight a 

few comments taken from the evaluations: 

“Toda su información fué muy importante.  Yo no sabía que los pesticidas eran tan malos.” (All the 

information was important; I did not know that pesticides were so bad for your health). 

“Acerca de los pesticidas, cuanto tiempo para entrar, ropa adecuada, que hacer llegando a la casa, 

que hacer en caso de emergencia, lavar la ropa separada.” (We learned about pesticides, the re-entry 

time, what kind of clothes to use in the field, what to do when coming back home, what to do in case 

of an emergency, to wash the working clothes separate from the home clothes). 

“I learned that workers can make a complaint.” 

“Cuidar el medio ambiente” (Take care of the environment)  

Need of trainings  

 

Based on the responses to our second question (Which part of the training was not necessary?), we 

concluded that most workers (91%) considered that the information in the training was necessary. Of 

these respondents, an important number of them (65%) considered that all the information was 

necessary, while the remaining 35% specified that the information was needed for practical reasons, 

such as knowing the effects of pesticides, how to protect themselves, and what kind of measures to 

take at home to avoid contamination.  
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Figure 4. Reported necessity of FWAF training information to participants 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Reasons expressed by participants of the need for trainings 
 

 

More information is needed 

When workers were asked what else they would like to know about pesticides, three main topics were 

most prominent: 1) 65% expressed that they would like to know the names of the pesticides; (2) 

40% said they would like to know how to report violations; and (3) 35% wanted to know more 

about the symptoms of pesticide exposure.  These percentages related to specific responses that the 

workers gave, but most of them (92%) responded that they would like to know more about pesticides 
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and many of them gave more than one reason.  

 

Figure 6. Responses from participants of need for more information 

 

 

Figure 7. Participants’ interest in knowing the names of the chemicals 
 

 

Knowing the names of the chemicals used in agriculture was the most important item workers were 

requesting more information about, and they specified what kind of information they wanted to know. 

Their responses reflected that workers would like to know the names of the pesticides in general 

(39%), the specific names of pesticides used in each crop (33%), which ones are most toxic (17%), and 

finally the name of new chemicals being used in the workplace (11%). 
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Figure 8. Reasons for wanting to know the names of  the chemicals 

  

It is significant that 40% of workers mentioned that they would like to know how to report violations 

in the workplace.  

Figure 9. Participants’ requesting information about regulations and how to report violations 
 

 
 

Further, 35% of the workers specifically requested more information about the short and long terms 

symptoms and consequences of pesticide exposure, and 40% of them recognized that trainings were 

important to protect themselves from pesticide exposure.   

 

 

17% 

11% 

39% 

33% 

Reasons to Know the Name of 

Chemicals 

More Toxic Chemicals

Name of New Chemicals

Name of Chemicals in

General

Specific Name of Chemicals

per Crop

40% 

60% 

Want to Know about Regulations and 

How to Report Violations 

Yes

No response



11 

 

Figure 10. Participants’ requesting information on symptoms of exposure 
 

  
 

Below are some comments to illustrate each of these responses. 

“Saber más sobre los nombres de los pesticidas que se aplican a donde nosotros trabajamos.” (We 

need to know more about the names of the pesticides that they apply in the places where we work.) 

“Queremos saber que efecto tienen los pesticidas, o si en un futuro nos hace daño el espray que nos 

echan cuando entramos a la labor.” (We want to know what the effects of pesticides are, or if the 

spray they apply to us every time we get in the field is going to have consequences in the future). 

“Hablar de los derechos que se tienen como trabajador cuando fué intoxicado.”  (We would like to 

talk about our rights as workers if we are exposed.) 

“Que las instrucciones de las etiquetas estén en español, con la información de las consecuencias que 

tiene el trabajar con pesticidas.” (We want the labels of pesticides to be in Spanish with more 

information about the risks/consequences). 

Recommendations 

When workers were asked how to improve the trainings, one response stood out: almost half of the 

workers (46%) thought that the trainings should be offered more often.  Some specifically noticed that 

having the trainings every 5 years was unrealistic. From the people who suggested having more regular 

trainings, we extracted the reasons why they suggested this and it fell into three main categories: the 

larger group (40%) thought that having more regular trainings would reach more people; a second 

reason was the need for workers to be updated regularly and maintain fresh knowledge (27%); while 

one third of the participants did not offer explanatory comments.  
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Figure 11. Participants’ reasons for wanting to have more trainings 
 

 

Protecting the family 

23% of participants specifically mentioned the need for more information to protect their families.  

This is a clear message of the impact that this information has on the workers’ families.  

“El cuidado que las madres tienen que tener cuando recogen a sus hijos después del trabajo.“ (The 

care that the mothers should take when they pick up their children after work).  

“How to recognize the symptoms in our children.” 

Train the Supervisors 

During the trainings, when the workers shared their experiences, they often criticized their working 

conditions and the attitude of supervisors. Their comments were also reflected in the evaluation, and 

point out the need to train contractors, crew leaders and others in a supervisory position, including 

information in the training about the rights of the workers.   

“[El entrenamiento] es muy bueno pero a los patrones se les debe dar uno también.” (Trainings are 
good, but supervisors should take one too).  

“Que es muy importante la información pero los patrones no respetan la hora de entrada.” (The 

information is very important, but the supervisors do not respect the re-entry hour). 

“Que si los patrones nos lo dieran así, fuera bueno, porque ellos no nos hablan de nuestros derechos.” 
(I wish the supervisors would teach the training as you do; because they do not talk about our rights). 

“Que es bueno que salgan a las nurserias a darlos para que los patrones sepan y trataran a los 

trabajadores diferente.” (You should go to the nurseries and give this training there, so the supervisors 

would know and treat us differently). 
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Requesting additional information 

When workers were asked what else they would like to know about pesticides, 76% requested 

additional information. Among these workers, the main topic of concern was the name of pesticides 

(65%), followed by the symptoms of pesticide exposure (22%), how to protect themselves (11%), how 

to report violations (10%), and finally all the above information (2%). It is important to point out that 

in 20% of the cases they suggested more than one kind of information. 

Figure 13. Participants who requested more information about pesticides 
 

 

Figure 14. What information about pesticides participants requested? 
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 EPA asks the questions:   Are there other ways EPA could ensure that workers and handlers 

retain the information presented in pesticide safety training so the retraining interval can be 

longer than one year? 

 Are there other burdens or benefits associated with a 2-year retraining interval that EPA has 

not considered? 

Both the information cited here in the above charts and the comments from farmworkers themselves 

collected in the surveys that they filled out and submitted to EPA, it is clear that a training for workers 

should be conducted a minimum of once a year.  Many farmworkers commented that they felt they 

should receive a training every six months.  This comes from the workers themselves.  Workers 

commented that 1) they need more frequent (yearly or more often) trainings to remind them of the 

workplace hazards and health and safety precautions they should take, since it is easy to become 

forgetful or lax in self-protective measures; and 2) that they need regular updates of workplace 

conditions, such as new pesticides that may be used and where.  The importance of the information in 

the trainings to farmworkers cannot be underestimated.  Such responses come from the workers 

themselves, and it must be remembered that the growers would not be able to produce their products 

without the workers.  Hence, the responsibility of agricultural employers should be no less than 

the responsibility of employers of workers in every other sector of the economy. Farmworkers 

should not be exempted from protective health and safety training regulations that apply to workers 

under the OSHA standards.    

 EPA asks the questions:  Are there other programs that would prepare trainers to convey 

pesticide safety information to workers and handlers? Please describe the program and the 

feasibility of its implementation for affected establishments. 

 

 Should EPA consider requiring trainers of workers and handlers to refresh their qualifications 

periodically, such as requiring attending a train-the-trainer program every 5 years? Please 

provide data in support or opposition. 

FWAF has developed two new trainings for farmworkers: 1) the Sí, Se Puede training, developed with 

funding through an OSHA Susan Harwood grant, and 2) the Reproductive Health of Florida 

Farmworkers training, which is the outcome of a four-year, community-based participatory research 

study between the Farmworker Association of Florida, the Farmworker Health and Safety Institute, a 

researcher at the University of Florida, and Emory University School of Nursing.  FWAF has been 

conducting these trainings with farmworkers in Florida since 2013.  Both of these trainings and 

training materials are available online at the website www.fwhealthandsafety.org.  Both trainings are 

very different, but have proven to be very effective with the farmworker community.  In addition, 

much can be learned from the Partnership for Citrus Worker Health project, another community-based 

participatory research project involving FWAF and the University of South Florida and focused on 

reducing eye injuries among citrus workers.  In this project, workers in citrus crews were trained as 

camp health aides to help educate and train their fellow workers on the crew on eye protection and 

safety and to do first aid in cases of minor eye injuries.  These can serve as models for trainings and as 

a model for ways to prepare trainers and to conduct trainings for farmworkers.  

In addition, the University of Florida agricultural extension agency, in recent years, developed a 

comprehensive – voluntary – training for farm labor contractors and employers.  The training covers 

everything from wages and field sanitation, to licensing and record-keeping.  Included in the training is 

http://www.fwhealthandsafety.org/
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training on the Worker Protection Standard.  This model has been effective, and can serve as a model 

that EPA can use to develop training to train employers.  Adoption of such a model should ensure that 

the training is mandatory and not solely voluntary.   

Re-training and/or training refresher courses for trainers are highly recommended.  FWAF staff 

pesticide trainers have each taken the Train the Trainer course offered by the Florida Department of 

Agriculture and Consumer Services, in addition to the FHSI TTT, to add to their knowledge of 

conducting pesticide health and safety trainings.    

 EPA asks the question:  Are there points that EPA should consider adding to the training 

content? If so, what points should be added? Please provide a rationale for why the additional 

content would benefit workers and/or handlers. 

EPA-certified WPS trainings should include information about the rights of the workers and how to 

file a complaint in cases of violations.  The charts above are a clear indication of the workers’ interest 
in knowing more about their rights and protections.  Many farmworkers, including younger and older 

farmworkers, often tell us that they did not realize that they had any rights at all, and they are very 

interested to learn that there state agencies that exist to enforce regulations.  Knowing their rights could 

1) help with improved compliance in the workplace, if/when workers complain to a supervisor or crew 

leader, and 2) encourage a few more farmworkers to file formal complaints with regulating state 

agencies to assist with enforcement efforts.   

Comment #3:  A wallet-size training verification card should be awarded each worker that has 

completed the WPS training.   

FWAF has experienced seeing farmworkers who have been trained by the organization easily carrying 

their training verification cards with them in wallets and purses.  A laminated or otherwise durable 

drivers license-like card is the most convenient and safe way for farmworkers to maintain their record 

or verification of having been trained.  For all farmworkers, and especially for migratory workers, the 

wallet-sized card is the most expedient and safe method of training verification.   

 EPA Question: Are there changes that would make the training verification card program more 

effective and less prone to falsified cards? If so, please provide detailed suggestions for 

improving the system. 

We are unaware of any problems with falsified training verification cards, at least not on the part of the 

workers.  Falsification of training verification cards is more likely a function of crew leaders or 

contractors employing the farmworkers.  Record keeping and reporting to a state or national database 

could potentially facilitate remedying this problem, if it is a problem.  Further, regular trainings/re-

trainings of supervisors and/or crew leaders could help to reduce a tendency to falsification of 

verification cards.  

Central Posting and Hazard Communication 

Comment #4: The central posting requirement should be retained and farmworkers should be 

given information, in a language they can understand, about the pesticides that have been 

applied and the short-term and long-term risks of pesticide exposure.   
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Farmworkers want to know –and they have the right to know - the names of the pesticides they are 

working around and with, and they want to know the health risks these pesticides pose for their short-

term and long-term health.  In the trainings that FWAF has conducted with farmworkers in Florida 

from 2007-2012, one of the most common questions and responses from the participants in the 

trainings was: what pesticides are used in their workplaces on the crops that they produce, what 

pesticides are they exposed to, and what effect can this have on them and on their family members?   

 EPA Question: To what extent do employers already provide this information to all workers 

and handlers when they first arrive at the establishment, for example, during the hiring 

process? 

 

Our experience is that this varies widely among employers and among employers in different crops 

and products.  This can be gleaned from surveys that FWAF has conducted with workers in Florida in 

crops ranging from ornamental plants, ferns, vegetables, citrus, and fruit.  Some employers are more 

conscientious than others in informing and training their workers.  Very few, if any, inform workers 

during the hiring process.   

 

 EPA Question:  The current rule requires employers to ensure that the workers and handlers 

receive information in a manner they understand.  Are there any issues with the current 

requirement for employers?   

 

Workers frequently express that they need information in Spanish, and that the information be a 

priority for employers to inform their workers.  Farmworkers have commented that they have seen 

signs but no one ever explained what they were for and/or the importance and significance of the 

information to the worker.  On surveys and in FWAF trainings, workers repeatedly asked for 

information specific to the crops they work with and of the need for updated information in the case of 

changes of  the crops being produced and/or the pesticides being applied.   

 

Under-reporting of health effects of pesticide exposure 
 

 Answering the EPA question:  Do you have information concerning the relationship between 

the frequency of training of workers and handlers and the frequency of incidents of pesticide 

exposure or illness? If so, please provide. 

 

FWAF submitted over 50 comments to EPA by farmworkers based on surveys conducted with workers 

in Florida.  These were random surveys, but a pattern arose from these surveys that indicates that 

workers who replied that they had received a training or several trainings were less likely to report 

symptoms or reported fewer symptoms than workers who reported not having received a training or 

having received a training many years ago.  This corresponds to our organization’s experience of three 
decades of working with farmworkers in Florida.  Farmworkers who have been properly trained and 

informed about the health risks and hazards of pesticide exposure are much more likely to take 

precautionary and protective measures in the workplace. 

 

For many reasons, it is difficult to determine the level of incidents of pesticide exposure or illness 

among farmworkers.   This includes farmworkers’ lack of awareness of the signs and symptoms of 
pesticide exposure; lack of access to health insurance, discouraging farmworkers from seeking medical 

care when symptoms present; fear and intimidation of reporting health problems to supervisors and/or 
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employers; lack of compensated sick days by employers, translating into workers continuing to work 

while ill or while experiencing symptoms; and the very significant under-reporting of pesticide 

exposure cases by health care providers, due to lack of training on environmental and occupational 

health and lack of knowledge of reporting requirements.   

  

Since 2006, FWAF has been conducting trainings for health care providers, using a training developed 

by the Farmworker Health and Safety Institute in conjunction with FWAF.  The training entitled 

“Health Provider Training in the Evaluation of Pesticide Exposure of Farmworkers” uses a 

manual developed by the FHSI, in addition to the EPA manual Recognition and Management of 

Pesticide Exposure.  Each participant is given a packet of handouts, including information on 

responsible state agencies and state pesticide incident reporting forms and information.  The training 

uses a one and one half hour power point presentation and includes a case study of a farmworker 

exposure incident.  It examines a differential diagnosis, provides an explanation of cholinesterase 

inhibition and symptoms, provides information on treatment options and explains reporting 

requirements and mechanisms.   

FWAF Health Care Providers Trainings Feedback  

From 2006 to 2011, the FWAF conducted 25 trainings with healthcare providers in 11 Florida 

counties. A total of 604 health care workers participated, including physicians, nurses, front desk staff, 

outreach personnel, and administrative staff of clinics and health departments serving farmworker 

communities. At the end of each training, participants were asked about which aspect of the training 

was most relevant to them. From this data, we identified at least five common themes, the most 

common of which was receiving concrete information on how to identify, diagnosis, and treat pesticide 

exposure illness.  Healthcare providers mentioned that to recognize a patient who has been exposed to 

pesticides can be challenging, since differential diagnoses point to similarity of symptoms. The second 

relevant topic for them was how to document the occurrence and provide the workers with information 

and resources. Equally important was the proper way to report pesticide exposure cases and create 

awareness among the clinical community of the relation between pesticides and farmworkers. Less 

important, but also a common topic was the importance of creating an occupational history for workers 

while asking the right questions to diagnose exposure to pesticides. Finally, some healthcare providers 

mentioned the right of farmworkers to be protected as an important aspect of this training. 

Beside these common topics, healthcare providers also shared similar concerns as the ones expressed 

by farmworkers, such as extending the protection to their families, the lack of specific pesticide 

information, and the need to follow and update pesticide regulations.   
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Figure 15. Principal topics mentioned by healthcare providers  

 

 

Below, are comments taken from the health care provider evaluation forms:  

“How to help parents not expose their children to pesticides” – Dental hygienist – Premier Community 

Healthcare Group - Dade City  

“Extremely informative; not a topic otherwise covered” – Physician - Bradenton – Manatee Rural 

Health  

“To present the situation makes it at the forefront. I wouldn’t have thought of it, but will now” – 

physician – Palm Beach County Health Department  

“Providing screening tools, contact numbers and discussing legal aspects to protect farmworkers” – 

Master level intern social worker – Dade City  

Comment # 5: The WPS should include provisions for farmworkers’ right to receive immediate 
transportation to receive medical care and treatment in cases of a suspected pesticide exposure 

incident.   

Farmworkers should not be afforded any less health and safety rights than other workers who are 

covered and protected under OSHA regulations.  To be less protective of farmworkers constitutes a 

violation of the environmental justice mandate that the EPA has to ensure that no class/ethnicity/race 

of people is afforded less environmental health and safety protections than the general public.  The 

regulation should provide for farmworkers to receive immediate transportation to a health care facility 

in case of symptoms of illness and/or exposure.   

Comment # 6:  Re-entry interval signs should be posted in all cases of pesticide application for 

both indoor and outdoor treatments.  The current signage with the wording “Keep Out” in 
English and Spanish should be retained.   
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From information gathered through the FWAF pesticide trainings evaluations and from the FWAF 

surveys conducted with farmworkers in Florida, it is clear that farmworkers want clear and 

understandable information about the pesticides that are in the workplace and when and where they are 

used.  They want more information, not less. Oral warnings alone are not sufficient to impart the 

importance of the information for the worker; can be easily misunderstood and/or misinterpreted; can 

be easily forgotten in the course of a busy work day or week; and do not provide regular reminders of 

the re-entry interval and/or area.   

 

Florida has a high percentage of farmworkers who work in enclosed spaces in greenhouses and 

ferneries.   Our four-year study with Emory University showed that female nursery workers had high 

levels of organophosphate and Mancozeb metabolites in biological urine samples that were taken and 

analyzed as part of the study.  Female fernery workers, while having less urine metabolites than the 

similar cohort of nursery workers, still showed much higher levels than the NHANES levels.   This 

demonstrates that enclosed space production workers need greater, not less, notification. 

 

Comment # 7:  EPA should require posting of warning signs in locations visible from a worker 

housing area, if the housing area is located within 100 feet of a treated area. 
 

There are areas in Florida where farmworker housing is within less than 10-15 feet from agricultural 

lands in production.  Many of these units include farmworker families with children.  It has been a 

great concern of FWAF that farmworker children living in such close proximity to fields are likely 

being regularly exposed to pesticides, through residues, drift, direct contact, and take home exposures.  

Additionally, there are nurseries in Florida in which farmworker families live as ‘caretakers’ and 
supervisors.  Many of these families also have children.  The CHAMACOS study as well as many 

others, have demonstrated a link between chronic pesticide exposure and ADHD, learning disabilities, 

and even autism in children and youth either directly exposed to pesticides and/or whose parents 

experienced chronic exposure.  While most farmworkers are not in a position to move into safer or 

alternative housing, warning signs could help families be more aware of the risks and to take protective 

measures for their children and families.   

 

Comment # 8:  EPA should retain the skull and crossbones graphic indicating the level of danger 

of entering a treated field.  
 

FWAF is composed of and daily works with farmworkers from Mexico, Central America and Haiti.   

Our staff, leadership and communities all agree that the skull and crossbones is a universally 

recognized symbol/graphic that conveys a clear and understandable message.  If protecting 

farmworkers is the true intent, there is no credible reason for changing the sign graphic to one that is 

more ambivalent, less understood and could be less protective of farmworkers. 

 

 EPA asks the questions: What would be the burden on employers to maintain the SDS and 

pesticide label for 2 vs. 5 years? 

 What are the benefits and drawbacks of requiring employers to maintain and provide access to 

employees and others the proposed pesticide-specific hazard information?  

Comment #9:  EPA should require that employers provide workers with easy access to Safety 

Data Sheets and pesticide labels for products applied at the workplace.  In addition, employers 

should be required to keep records of pesticide applications, including the name of the pesticide, 

the crop and/or area treated, the start and end dates, the times of the application, and the 
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information about the restricted re-entry interval.  Records of applications should be kept for a 

minimum of five years. 
 

As has been previously expressed and demonstrated above, farmworkers overwhelmingly want to 

know more information about the pesticides that are used in the workplace, not less.  In addition to the 

information shared in the charts above, FWAF trainers’ experiences indicate that the part of our 

pesticide health and safety training that garners the most interest and questions is the chapter in which 

we show a sample of a crop sheet to workers.  Consistently, farmworkers show increased interest and 

engagement when viewing the crop sheets.  They ask for more information and ask to see crop sheets 

for the specific crops that they work with.   

 

Safety Data Sheets and crops sheets should be readily available to farmworkers.  Denying them this 

information is a violation of their rights as workers.  Farmworkers too frequently mention that they 

feel that employers do not care about their health and safety.  Providing access to SDS and crop sheets 

can improve worker/employer trust relations.  This could benefit the workplace through workers who 

feel more invested in the success of the operation to produce quality and quantity of product.  

Employers that are in compliance with WPS regulations should have no concerns about 

providing this information to their employees.   
 

Further, record-keeping of pesticide applications offers benefits to both employers and employees.  

Employers can benefit by having a record of pesticide application and crop productivity and health that 

can serve them in the long run to improve their production practices.  They can look at long-range 

trends in plant and soil health related to treatment times, dates and methods.  This would improve their 

efficiency.  Employees can benefit through recordkeeping in cases of experience of acute and/or 

chronic exposure symptoms that can be identified and diagnosed by a health care provider.  Employers 

and their families can, also, benefit, as some studies have looked at the health impacts of pesticide 

exposure on farm owner family members, including one involving women on farms in Iowa.   

Questions of the links between pesticide exposure and chronic disease, including Parkinson’s disease 

and immune system disorders should be of concern to employers, their families, as well as their 

employees.  Record-keeping could help advance the science of long-term impacts of chronic 

exposures.  

  

 EPA asks the question: Are there other approaches for providing workers and handlers with 

understandable, readily accessible, and relevant information on the symptoms, short-term 

health effects, and long-term health effects of exposure (including prenatal exposure) to 

specific pesticides? If so, please describe these approaches, their implementation, and the 

advantages they provide in comparison to the proposed approach. 

 

This question has been adequately addressed in comments submitted by Farmworker Justice and 

Earthjustice, to which FWAF is a signatory.  We support and endorse the recommendations suggested 

in that comment letter.   

 

 EPA asks the question: Are there other data on the benefit to workers and handlers from 

receiving pesticide-specific information before every entry into a pesticide treated area? 

While we have already described above that farmworkers want to know, frequently ask about, and are 

very interested in receiving pesticide-specific information before every entry into a pesticide treated 

area, and while we have mentioned above the benefits to and rights of workers to have this 
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information, we are not aware of any data that has been collected on this, because it has not been the 

practice to test and collect this information.  Lack of data, in this case, should not deter the EPA from 

going forward with regulations for farmworkers to receive this information.  Any worker in any 

industry has the right to know what chemicals they are working with and/or around.  It is the 

responsibility of the employer to provide that information.  An interested worker cannot research that 

information for him/herself, especially if they are not easily and readily given the name of the product.  

One worker commented that he felt the employer knew about the risks of the pesticides, but that he/she 

did not care about the workers’ health and safety; that they just wanted to “get the work the out of 

them.”  

 

Minimum age for pesticide handlers 
 

Comment # 10:  The minimum age for pesticide handlers should be at least 18 years old.  For 

RUP pesticides, the minimum age should be 21. 
 

Farmworker youth are often found working in agriculture to help their families earn income, to earn 

personal income for themselves, because there are no other job opportunities open to them due to the 

lagging job market or their immigration status, because they have to support themselves and their 

families, and because, like all youth, they want to assert their independence.  Having a job should not 

be an avenue for putting farmworker youth’s health in serious jeopardy.  Young people may want to 
learn and try new things.  They may want to prove that they can do certain jobs.  They may be under 

pressure to do tasks they do not want to do or feel unprepared to do, but they do them anyone because 

they do not want to defy or disappoint adults and/or employers in refusing to do a job.  Furthermore, 

youth often may see a job as a game, a challenge, a test toward becoming an adult, and, thus, not 

recognize the risks the job may pose.   

 

Numerous scientific studies have shown the stages of development of the brain in teenagers and have 

compared their reasoning ability to that of adults.  These studies have shown that young people are 

more inclined to take risks with their health and safety.  Automobile insurers have known this for a 

long time, which is why car insurance rates for young people under 21 are much greater than for older 

drivers.   

 

Information was gathered in focus groups with female farmworkers that FWAF conducted as part of 

the Reproductive Health of Florida Farmworkers study with Emory University.  Of the women 

participating in the five focus groups in Central Florida, the responses of the younger women showed 

that their perceptions of risks of occupational hazards and exposures, specifically pesticide exposure, 

were much less than that of older female farmworkers.  While the older women in the groups 

mentioned that they were concerned about pesticides in the workplace, and many discussed symptoms 

they had experienced and concerns they had about impacts pesticides had on their children, the two 

youngest women in the focus groups said that they did not feel that there were any dangers or hazards 

in the workplace to worry about.   

 

We know now that pesticide exposure can have insidious side-effects that do not show up until years 

later.  Endocrine disruption has been shown to impact the reproductive health of wildlife and humans.  

Allowing farmworker youth under age 18 to handle pesticides can have serious health and reproductive 

consequences years after the fact.  Those consequences may not be seen for many years and decades, 

and correlating them to adolescent exposure will be difficult to impossible. That does not presuppose 

that there are no societal and economic costs from those exposures.   
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 EPA asks the question:  Do data exist that show that access to information such as that on the 

pesticide safety poster at the same location as decontamination supplies leads to more workers 

adopting hygiene practices, thereby reducing the number of workplace illnesses? 

The Together for Agricultural Safety community-based participatory research project that FWAF 

conducted with the University of South Florida and a researcher from the University of Florida 

included the creation of posters for farmworkers in ferneries and nurseries in Central Florida on proper 

workplace hygiene to improve the health and safety of farmworkers and their families.  The study 

showed that use of the posters at the worksite lead to improve hand sanitation behaviors by the 

workers.   

In Conclusion 

 
The comments above are based on the Farmworker Association of Florida’s 31 year history of working 
in, with and for the community of farmworkers in Florida.  They are based on real world experiences 

of farmworkers and their families, including many of our staff members.  We feel that our organization 

represents the voice of the farmworkers that we work with and many farmworkers throughout our 

state, and we hope, through these comments that we are submitting, that their voices will be heard.   

 

“Farmworkers” is a term that classifies and, in a sense, de-humanizes the reality of the men, women 

and children that are the backbone of U.S. agricultural production.  There is every reason that the 

workers who make agriculture in this country happen should be afforded equal health and safety 

protections as all other U.S. workers.  There is no reason why they should not.  We owe it to them – as 

consumers of agricultural products ourselves, and as a nation that strives for “dignity and justice for 
all.”   

 

For FWAF comments on other aspects of the proposed rule, we refer to the letter, to which FWAF is a 

co-signer, submitted by Farmworker Justice and Earthjustice on behalf of a coalition of other groups 

around the country. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit these comments.  We want to submit these comments in 

memory of four African American former farmworkers, who used to work on Lake Apopka, who died 

last year, and the daughter of another former farmworker who died early this year at the age of 43 with 

complications from Lupus.  Her mother was exposed to pesticides for decades while working in the 

vegetable fields in Central Florida.  We submit these comments in memory of Betty Woods, Louise 

Seay, Angela Tanner, Willie Mae Williams and Amanda Swift. We, also, submit these comments in 

honor of many other farmworkers who are currently suffering from chronic illness – Estela, Silvia, 

Reina, Jovita, Geraldean, and many more.  On behalf of them and thousands more, we hope that EPA 

will adopt the most protective WPS measures in order to protect the health of this nation’s 

farmworkers.   

 

Feel free to contact us if there is a need for any clarification of the comments above and/or for 

additional information. 

 

We look forward to EPA’s review of the public comments submitted on the WPS proposed 
regulations, and we hope that the best interest of farmworkers and their families will carry significant 

weight in the final decision making.   

 

Sincerely, 
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Tirso Moreno     Jeannie Economos  

General Coordinator    Pesticide Safety and   

Environmental Health Project Coordinator 


