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 A Focus on Women and Chemicals 

Message from the Co-Chairs

Dear IPENers,
 
We have good news and opportunities to share with you! During the second meeting of UN
Environment Assembly held in Nairobi in December 2017, a Partnership Agreement between the United
Nations Environment Programme and IPEN was officially signed, with the aim to elevate gender
aspects of chemical safety through a focus on women. In the same year, IPEN implemented its Gender
Initiative and set up a Women’s Caucus and a listserve to discuss our work on women and chemicals.
Together, these initiatives form the basis for activities to advance the issues of women and chemicals in
2018 and beyond.
 
We initiated this focus on women and chemicals because of the need to elevate gender aspects of
chemical safety that have largely been ignored. Despite the fact that women make up roughly half of the
population and chemical exposures are widespread, knowledge of exposure routes and the full effects
of chemical exposures on women’s health are difficult to determine because there is a lack of gender-
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disaggregated data.
 
Environmental assessments of activities on chemicals and wastes usually ignore gender aspects. Thus,
differences in gender susceptibility to chemical exposure are not considered, and this may reduce the
effectiveness of project outcomes.
 
Throughout their lives, men and women are exposed to numerous harmful chemicals that have serious
health consequences. However, chemicals in women’s bodies can be transferred across the placenta
during fetal development and breast feeding to their developing baby. Women are the first environment
for children. Exposures during fetal development can cause lifelong harm and increase the risks of
irreversible effects. Adverse effects can also be carried across multiple generations.
 
Women and men both experience occupational exposures to chemicals, but these may differ based on
the region, type of occupation, and access to information. Certain occupations are dominated by
women. Very often, these are low paid jobs that require long work hours and exposure to toxic
chemicals.
 
Women typically work at the lowest level in global production systems. We witness the feminization of
poverty that makes women more vulnerable to toxic chemical exposure, putting their health at risk.
 
Women also generally have more limited decision-making power. There are wide disparities between
women and men in access to education, resources, social protection, financing, capacity-building and
training, and technical knowledge and skills.
 
To address these and other issues, IPEN is working to connect with civil society groups interested in
addressing women´s issues; is creating opportunities to educate women about the issues of chemical
pollution, health outcomes and prevention; is developing case studies about certain chemicals and their
effects on women’s health; is creating opportunities for training and for women to share experiences;
and developed an internet-based survey for women to share their problems and ideas related to toxic
chemicals exposure.
 
We are looking forward to working with all of you on these important topics to empower women within
the IPEN network and beyond to achieve a toxics-free future.
 
Olga Speranskaya and Pamela Miller, IPEN Co-Chairs
 

Women and Chemicals Highlights 

• ALU-TUCP from the Philippines staged a picket in September to denounce the unsafe working
conditions in the electronic company Amertron Incorporated Philippines, which exposes women
workers to hazardous chemicals in the workplace. At least six women testified at the picket line
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and blamed the acrid liquid and soldering chemicals used in fabricating and wash-cleaning
integrated chips as likely causes of their miscarriages.

• EDEN Center from Albania released the results of an analysis of mercury in hair of women
of child-bearing age living close to a former PVC plant in Vlora, Albania. 

• Arnika from the Czech Republic released a handbook on waste reduction for municipalities. The
handbook included a section on the gendered impact of the production of greenhouse gasses.

• KENANA from Egypt conducted an IPEN project  involving hair sampling for mercury testing of
local populations near the city of Sohag (upper Egypt), which is located on the western bank of the
Nile river among fertile river plains, where women use the water as a resource. Levels of mercury
in hair were relatively low from this location, with only one individual exceeding 1 ppm.

• Under the patronage of the Minister of Agriculture, the Jordan Environment Society (JES)
organized a session to promote awareness for women on the dangers of lead poisoning in the
region of Istvinia Arjun. The session was presented by members of JES who discussed the
dangers of lead poisoning and the serious health effects of lead on human health, especially in
children. During the campaign, brochures, leaflets and bags were distributed with warnings about
the dangers of lead poisoning.

• The Environmental Citizenship Program (ECP) under Bahrain Women Association conducted an
awareness and knowledge session after IPEN’s MENA regional meeting in November 2017 in
Tunisia. The presentation highlighted facts about mercury and the story behind the Minamata
Convention, including when and why it started and when was it finally signed. At the session,
women were educated about mercury exposure in daily life, how it reaches us through the eco-
system, its uses and effects on humans—specifically children and pregnant women—and finally,
what NGOs can do to spread awareness. 

• In December 2017, CEJAD from Kenya organized and led a team of Aljazeera journalists to gold
mining sites of Migori to highlight the hazards of mercury in the gold mining areas. This was a
follow up on the findings of the IPEN global mercury monitoring report on women of child bearing
age. CEJAD, in partnership with Balifokus, also organized a one day meeting in Mikei and
conducted simple tests to identify early symptoms of mercury intoxication (by use of HBM
method).

• AGENDA from Tanzania held a press conference on October 12, 2017, calling on the government
and key stakeholders to ban dental amalgam for children and women of the child bearing age, and
later for the entire population, thus making dental amalgam history in Tanzania and the African
continent.

• PAN Ethiopia finalized an organic accreditation of cotton lint and cotton seed produced by 200
smallholder farmers with a land holding of 173.5 hectares as the first organic cotton certification in
Ethiopia. This will provide relief from the dangers and health risks of exposure to pesticides for a
number of women involved in cotton farming.

• AED-Congo collected inventory of dioxin and furan at the Charbonnerie de la Congolaise
Industrielle de Bois (CIB), where women are organized into a cooperative, processing very large
quantities of waste dumped by society. La Charbonnerie is recognized as a hot spot for dioxins
and furans because the wood dumped at the site is treated with chemicals that when burned,
release dioxins and furans as a bi-product. 
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• CEPHED, Nepal released a Training manual, Mercury briefing paper, Poster on Environmentally
Sound Management of Healthcare Waste Management & Mercury in November, 2017. Most of the
staff at risk from toxic waste in healthcare institutions are the nurses, who are primarily women.

• ECOTOX NGO from Moldova implemented a number of projects on water pollution and women’s
health. Trainings on the impact of pesticides, heavy metals and other toxins in water on the health
of women and children were conducted.

• AWHHE (Armenian Women for Health and Healthy Environment) organized a series of multi-
stakeholder meetings and seminars highlighting the EDC features of HHPs, among other issues,
in 2017. Data and recommendations were presented to the government of Armenia and will be
considered when revising the list of hazardous pesticides of the Rotterdam Convention.

• Eco-Accord held a special session on women and chemicals during the EECCA IPEN Regional
meeting in Armenia in September of 2017. The presentation is available at  www.ecoaccord.org.

• In June-July 2017, Volgograd-Ecopress, an IPEN Participating Organization from Volgograd,
Russia, conducted a series of trainings aimed at educating women on mercury contamination,
mercury health effects and ways to reduce exposure. Practical recommendations were provided to
women interested in ridding their bodies of toxins.

• The Foundation in Support of Civil Initiatives from Tajikistan conducted a workshop for the local
NGOs and governmental representatives in September of 2017 to highlight the issue of lead in
paint and the importance of achieving standards on lead in paints to reduce exposure. The
workshop participants highlighted the importance of the new standard for the health of children
and women of childbearing age to minimize lead exposure and associated health effects.

• WECF, together with WEP Nigeria and Balifokus Indonesia, worked on the Gender Dimensions of
Hazardous Chemicals and Waste policies under the Basel, Rotterdam and Stockholm
Conventions. Outcomes are the publication of very interesting Case studies from Indonesia and
Nigeria and a 30 minutes documentary which answers the question: What has Gender got to do
with Chemicals? http://www.wecf.eu/english/about-wecf/issues-projects/projects/BRS-
genderperspective.php

Stories from the Field
SOUTHEAST AND EAST ASIA

NGO: Research Centre for Gender, Family and Environment in Development (CGFED), Vietnam

In recent years, the electronics industry has made important contributions to the development of the
Vietnamese economy, becoming a leading industry with great potential to become both a regional and
global exporter. The total number of employees in the industry increased from 46,000 in 2005 to about
411,000 in 9 years, of which approximately 80% are women working in assembly lines. Although the
industry has grown rapidly and is considered to be a “symbol for the integration” of the Vietnamese
economy, information on the working conditions in the industry is limited, particularly impacts on the
environment and health of workers. While many reports and studies have focused on the economic
impact of the electronics industry, the stories of its women workers have largely been neglected.
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The study “Stories of Women Workers in Vietnam’s Electronics Industry" — by IPEN and CGFED —
offers a unique contribution to the existing literature on working conditions in the Vietnamese electronics
industry. The study combines industrial sector research and qualitative narratives of 45 women working
at two large Samsung factories in Bac Ninh and Thai Nguyen. Research has shown that Vietnam has
placed emphasis on developing standards for electronics products to ensure quality; however, there are
no specific regulations on workplace safety in the electronics industry to safeguard the health of its
workers. Female workers reported exhausting working conditions including alternating day and night
shifts for periods of 4 days; standing for the entire 9 – 12-hour shift; high noise levels regularly
exceeding Vietnamese legal limits; and fainting or feeling dizzy at work – though it was described as a
“normal” consequence of shift work. Miscarriage was also reported to be “very normal if they are
young.” Other reported problems included eyesight damage, nosebleeds, “big legs,” changes in beauty,
and aches in the stomach, bones and joints.
 
The results emerging from the study speak to the need for implementing policies and actions that
prevent harm to workers in the electronics industry and the surrounding environment. Increased
knowledge of the sector and its impacts in Vietnam is needed, particularly gender-disaggregated data
concerning impacts on women. Finally, the study underscores the importance of raising public
awareness about chemical and occupational health and safety in the electronics industry. 

Mobile phone assembly at Samsung Vietnam. Photo credit: http://samsungrumors.net/one-tells-
samsung-town-vietnam/

CENTRAL & EASTERN EUROPE

NGO: ALHem, Serbia

Serbian NGO ALHem launched a new campaign called "Toxični Račun“ (Toxic Bill) addressing the
presence of Bisphenol A in thermal paper and similar products. In November they released a 30-
page brochure (in Serbian). The brochure introduces the problems of use of Bisphenol A and its health
consequences and includes results of analyses of thermal paper used in Serbia. The results indicate
that all samples of tested imported fiscal rolls tested positive for the content of Bisphenol A. In addition,
87.5% of the private sector thermal paper and 88.9% of the public sector thermal paper contain this
chemical. Within the campaign, ALHem publishes regular updates on their website covering, for
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example, the issue of worker safety in factories producing thermal paper or consumer advice. BPA has
been listed on the List of Substances of Very High Concern (SVHC) in the European Union, as it has
been proven that it can potentially affect fertility in women and interfere with the work of the endocrine
system.

Logo for ALHem's Toxični Račun (Toxic Bill) campaign.

LATIN AMERICA & CARIBBEAN

NGO: Pesticide Action Network, Chile (PAN-Chile)

Faced with the serious episodes of bee mortality due to applications of highly dangerous pesticides, in
full bloom crops, the Pesticide Action Network in Chile, together with the Association of Rural and
Indigenous Women (ANAMURI), have reiterated their demand to create a law to ban the
neonicotinoides and other highly hazardous pesticides, like glyphosate, in order to protect bees and
biodiversity. The demand is directed to the authorities of the Ministry of Agriculture and the legislators.

PAN-Chile argues that if there is real interest in having a good fruit production, it is foolish to base this
business on the death of the bees and consider that only as an externality. These demands were
supported by beekeepers, and peasant and socio-environmental organizations from the north, center
and extreme south of the country. According to PAN-Chile and ANAMURI, until now it has not been
possible to have legislation that meets the protection of bees and pollinators due to corporate pressure
and the agrochemical transnationals. Our claim is that the most affected will be women beekeepers.
This damages them as workers and producers but also damages their health and the production of
food. Due to the crisis of the apicultural sector because of the death of pollinators, in August 2017,
beekeepers from the Valparaíso region, led by women leaders of the Beekeepers Association of
Valparaíso, made a massive march to the Congress that included the participation of PAN-Chile. They
paraded with their protective equipment, their typical smokers and banners with messages against the
use of pesticides, and highlighted the benefits of beekeeping for food. As a result of this great
mobilization, a commitment was made by lawmakers to update the bill in a way that benefits
beekeepers and protects bees and the habitat of pollinators. PAN-Chile later presented observations to
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the proposed bill in the Agriculture Commission of the Senate.

"Save the Bees! New Apiculture Law Now!"

Melissa Pizarro, Presidenta de APIVALPO 

FRANCOPHONE AFRICA

NGO: CREPD, Cameroon

From 2008 to 2009, the Research Center for Development (CREPD), with the financial support of the
Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature (SSNC), initiated a pilot campaign to raise awareness
and build capacity of beauty salon workers and the public in the city of Yaoundé on the risks of
cosmetics and related products on human health, mainly the most vulnerable groups that are women.
The aim was to mobilize support among key stakeholders to advocate with decision makers for the
adoption of a significant regulation on toxic chemicals contained in cosmetics and similar products
marketed in Cameroon. This goal has not yet been achieved.

More than eight years later, in September 2017 as part of the preparation of a training workshop on
POPs and heavy metals, CREPD conducted a survey of women in beauty salons to measure progress
in awareness of the dangerous nature of cosmetics, some of which contain mercury or mercury
compounds.
 
It took place in six of the seven districts of the city of Yaoundé. The thirty or so beauty salons that
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