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Toxic Truths and Tender Love: Why Mothers
Must Speak Out

20 August 2025

By Chinkie Peliño-Golle,
IPEN Regional Coordinator for
Southeast and East Asia; she is
based in the Philippines where
she works with the EcoWaste
Coalition

I remember the moment I first
held my son, his tiny fingers
wrapped around mine, his
breathing soft and steady. In
that instant, like every mother, I
vowed to protect him with
everything I had. I marveled at
his perfection, overwhelmed by a
love so fierce it felt like both fire
and shelter. I dreamed of a world
where he would be safe,
cherished, and free.

I never imagined I’d one day be
asking why that same world
allowed silent poisons to
surround him before he could even speak or walk.

My son has autism. He is sweet, bright, beautiful, and full of wonder. Every day, he teaches me
about joy, strength, and unconditional love. His laugh lights up rooms. His presence grounds me.
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But I still ask: Why did his early years feel different?

What might have shaped his development beyond genetics?

The answers are not simple, but they are urgent.

A mother’s grief, a mother’s fight

The more I learned, the more my heart broke. So many everyday things we trust—plastics,
cosmetics, packaging, paints, even baby toys carry invisible threats from hazardous chemicals.
These chemicals can harm children even before they take their first breath. And the worst part?
They’re not far away. They’re right here, inside our homes, in our kitchens, our schools, and
everywhere, woven into the very spaces where our children are meant to feel safest.

Chemicals like phthalates and bisphenols, known as endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs),
interfere with hormones that guide brain and body development. Studies have linked prenatal
exposure to these chemicals with neurodevelopmental conditions, including autism, ADHD, and
behavioral challenges .

Lead, still present in old paint, contaminated water, and some imported toys, is also linked to
reduced IQ, attention disorders, and learning delays . These risks are even higher in low- and
middle-income countries, where regulation is weak or enforcement is lacking .

Even with this knowledge, these chemicals remain widespread, unlabeled, unregulated, and
dangerous.

This isn’t our fault, but it is our fight

Mothers carry so much: worry, guilt, hope. But let’s be clear, this is not our fault, and our children
are not broken. They are not a tragedy. They are miracles, growing and thriving in a world that still
doesn’t fully understand or support them.

What must change is not our children but the systems that allowed toxic chemicals to silently enter
our homes, our bodies, and our future.

This is why I speak out. This is why many mothers are turning pain into power, demanding safer
homes, cleaner air, toxin-free water and food, and laws that protect our children, not corporate
profit.

When science meets a mother’s story

This is also why the work of IPEN means so much to me as a mother. IPEN connects hundreds of
organizations worldwide to expose the threats of toxic chemicals, support communities, and push
for safer environments for our children.

IPEN’s research has revealed hazardous substances in products we use every day: phthalates in
toys , bisphenols in plastics , lead in paints , even harmful chemicals in personal care items
marketed to women and girls .
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One of IPEN’s strongest messages is that plastics are not just a waste issue; they are a toxic threat.
From production to disposal, plastics release chemicals that can disrupt hormones and impair
brain development, putting children at risk before they are even born .

But IPEN doesn’t stop at raising alarms. It equips communities with science, tools, and collective
strength. Our work empowers mothers like me with the knowledge to protect our children and
advocate for a healthier, more just world.

In a world full of hidden dangers, IPEN helps shine a light. And that gives me hope.

A mother’s love is a force for change

Through advocacy, I’ve come to realize that caring for children with special needs must go beyond
therapy or education; it must include environmental justice. Because autism and other
developmental conditions are not just medical or genetic issues—they are environmental too .

So, I am advocating for:

1. Stronger national and international laws banning harmful chemicals in products and plastics;
2. Global accountability for industries producing and profiting from toxic substances;
3. Community education so families can make informed choices;
4. And above all, inclusion, so children like mine are not just accepted, but protected and

celebrated.

IPEN reminds us that change is possible. That science can serve justice. That is when we act
together, across borders and backgrounds, we can turn grief into power.

I raise my voice not out of fear but out of fierce, unrelenting love.

I don’t want any more mothers to carry the burden of unanswered questions. I want us to carry the
torch of truth together.

Our children are not statistics. They are the reason we fight for cleaner air, safer products, stronger
protections, safer and livable world for all.

To every mother reading this: You are not alone. Your love is powerful. Your voice is needed.

Let’s rise not just as mothers but as protectors of a generation that deserves so much more.
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A Conversation with Yuyun Ismawati: Women
and Chemicals

08 March 2025

By Tripti Arora, IPEN Gender Coordinator

Yuyun Ismawati, co-founder and senior
advisor of Nexus3 Foundation, has
dedicated her career to understanding the
impact of chemicals on women. With over
25 years of experience, Yuyun has
developed a deep understanding of the
complex issues surrounding chemicals
and their effects on women's health.

Early Beginnings

Yuyun's journey began in 2008 when she
witnessed the devastating effects of
mercury pollution in artisanal small-scale
gold mining on women and children. This
experience sparked her desire to simplify
complex chemical issues, making them
accessible to everyone, especially women.

"I saw the impact of mercury pollution on
women and children, and it was
heartbreaking," Yuyun recalled. "Nobody seemed to care, and there was little support for the affected
communities. This situation led me to explore other overlooked issues related to chemicals in Indonesia."

The Impact of Chemical Exposure on Women

Yuyun highlighted the differences in how chemicals affect men and women. Physiological differences,
cultural roles, and limited access to information exacerbate the risks for women.
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"For example, in gold mining sites, women are often tasked with crushing ore and grinding it, inhaling toxic
dust without proper protection," Yuyun explained. "This can lead to respiratory problems and other health
issues. Similarly, in dental clinics, dental nurses – often women – are exposed to mercury vapor when mixing
amalgam or burning gold, affecting their reproductive health and overall well-being."

Cultural roles also play a significant part in exposing women to chemicals. "Women are often responsible for
household chores, childcare, and cooking," Yuyun noted. "These roles can expose them to chemicals in
cleaning products, plastics, and other everyday items."

Working with Women to Address Chemical Exposure

Yuyun also highlights the importance of tailoring communication strategies to different stakeholder groups.
"We have to simplify the words and terms related to the issue—make it more down-to-earth, connect it with
their daily activities, and see where they could help or prevent harm. For instance, many women and children
gather in areas where miners burn gold, unaware of the dangers of inhaling mercury vapor. I have seen
children lying weak in communal gathering spaces, and when I asked what was happening, I was told they
had fevers and were always tired. That’s when I explained, ‘This is from the smoke coming from the gold
burning.’ Without using complicated terms, we discussed how they could prevent their children from getting
sick, and the women themselves demanded that gold burning be moved away from gathering areas."

When working with policymakers, a different approach was necessary. "We used equipment to demonstrate
mercury vapor concentrations in real time. When we showed policymakers the levels using Lumex, they were
shocked. Some even asked if there were cheaper alternatives to measure mercury, and they ended up
purchasing three devices to monitor it themselves. This led to establishing a stricter standard for mercury
exposure, though it took three years to achieve. Bridging the gap between local realities and policy is key."

Yuyun also experienced an unexpected alliance with industry stakeholders. "In some cases, the industry
approached us before we reached out to them. The medical equipment industry, for instance, wanted to
transition away from mercury-based devices like thermometers and sphygmomanometers. They saw our
campaign and wanted to collaborate. It was surprising because it’s rare for an industry association to
approach an NGO. But what we found was that while the industry was ready to shift, outdated procurement
policies were still requiring mercury-based equipment. That’s where advocacy needs to step in—not just to
educate communities, but also to push for systemic change."

Despite the challenges, Yuyun remains hopeful. "We have seen communities successfully move away from
mercury use. When women are empowered with knowledge, they take action. I have worked with groups that
switched to mercury-free gold processing methods, and now they are teaching others. This is why education
and advocacy are so important."

Challenges Faced by Women

Yuyun identified three key challenges women face in addressing chemical issues:

1. Education: Limited access to information and education on chemicals hinders women's ability to
participate in decision-making processes.

2. Support Systems: Women often lack support from family, friends, and teachers, making it difficult to
pursue their interests in chemical issues.

3. Opportunities: Women face limited opportunities to engage in chemical-related work, and when they
do, they often encounter barriers and challenges.

Advice for Women Passionate About Chemical Issues
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Yuyun offered three pieces of advice:

1. Focus: Learn to focus on your goals and avoid distractions.
2. Read: Develop a reading habit, especially when it comes to books on chemical issues.
3. Network: Engage with different groups and expand your knowledge on chemicals to grow and create

opportunities.

Yuyun emphasized the importance of persistence and resilience in the face of challenges. She encouraged
women to stay focused on their goals and to continuously seek out new knowledge and opportunities.
Additionally, Yuyun highlighted the importance of collaboration and working together to achieve common
goals.

The Importance of Education and Awareness

Yuyun emphasized the importance of education and awareness in addressing chemical issues. "Education is
key to empowering women and communities to take action," she said. "We must raise awareness about the
risks associated with chemical exposure and provide accurate information and resources to support
decision-making."

Conclusion

As our conversation came to a close, Yuyun expressed her hope that her experiences and insights would
inspire and empower women to take action on chemical issues. "I want to see more women involved in
addressing chemical issues," she said. "Together, we can create a safer, healthier environment for everyone."

Watch part of the conversation with Yuyun here:
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Agricultural practice and use of pesticides:
Between health and economic viability

16 May 2025

My name is Ghislaine D. TCHOKOUATOU,
and I have a degree in Accounting and
Business Management. I started my
profession in a large Cameroonian
company based in the ten regions of the
country as a regional accountant for seven
years. However, my passion for a healthy
environment led me into Cameroonian
civil society, where I became a leader in
my community.

My commitment to the fight against
dangerous and toxic chemicals comes
from observing the Cameroonian
environment threatened by the
proliferation of waste and chemical
products as well as the challenges that
women are facing with this issue. In 2022
and 2024, during activities organized by
Action des Femmes pour une Planète
Bio (AFEPB), I met women producers of
corn, groundnuts, peanuts, cassava, and
cocoyam, who lacked information on
organic methods. Those who are aware of alternatives are often faced with financial difficulties to obtain
them, as well as to buy personal protective equipment.

Women and men are not equal when it comes to pesticide poisoning.

Exposure to chemicals affects women differently than men, due to their metabolism and high oestrogen
levels. Women are more vulnerable to the harmful effects of many pesticides, which can lead to health
problems such as cancers, hormonal disorders, and complications during pregnancy.
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Exposure to chemical compounds during pregnancy can interfere with the hormonal system and harm foetal
development. Women’s exposure to pesticides is a source of: breast cancer; decreased ovarian reserves;
altered menstrual cycles; higher risk of endometriosis; infertility; miscarriages; immune system disruption;
dermatological problems; neurological or psychological effects.

Previous studies have suggested links between pesticide exposure and ovarian toxicity leading to female
infertility, including premature ovarian failure (POF) and polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS), menstrual
problems, and altered synthesis of sex steroid hormones.

Toward sustainable solutions

In my work fighting against hazardous chemicals and waste, I have collaborated with women in various
contexts: rural communities, political spaces, and research. We organized awareness sessions on sustainable
agricultural practices and the use of organic pesticides, while strengthening the capacities of women
farmers. It emerges that, women play a crucial role in the agricultural sector in Cameroon, whether
individually or in associations. Their expertise and know-how are essential for food security and biodiversity
conservation. When a woman is equipped and empowered in agroecological practices, she becomes the
guardian of seeds, the protector of biodiversity, and the architect of a sustainable future for her community.

Action des Femmes pour une Planète Bio (AFEPB), through its program supporting farmers in organic
farming, encourages practices that respect the environment without compromising the economic
profitability of agricultural operations, through awareness events and capacity-building for young people
and women pioneers in the agricultural sector on good environmental and agricultural practices in terms of
pesticide management and post-consumer empty packaging; promotion of existing organic alternatives to
ensure sustainable growth and development.

In 2022, AFEPB supported GIC AGRECAM in organic agriculture with the raising of 20,000 catfish of 750g
and 5,000 carp of 600g per production cycle, and the extension of ten hectares of plantain banana and
cocoa trees in KOTENG. Furthermore, it supported GIC SOTRAPRO in the creation and extension of three
hectares of cassava and maize fields in the communes of Esse and Banwa. It is currently supporting GIC SOJA
in the cultivation and processing of cassava into "dry waterfufu"; the processing of soybeans into flour,
yogurt, and skewers.

In 2023 and 2024, AFEPB raised awareness among young people and women farmers in the communes of
Moungo, Manjo, Bonaléa, and Dibombari, where agriculture is the main activity of the populations, about the
impact of pesticides on human and environmental health, while encouraging the use of existing organic
alternatives such as compost, neem, Tithonia diversifolia, Nicotiana tabacum...

To better protect women from toxic chemicals, it is crucial to implement stricter chemical safety policies,
improve access to information on organic alternatives, and strengthen women's capacities in decision-
making and on best practices in pesticide management.

Finally, it is essential to raise public and decision-maker awareness about the issues related to pesticide use
and women's health. Environmental protection and food security must be at the heart of concerns to
guarantee a healthy future for future generations.

Pratique agricole et utilisation des pesticides : Entre santé et viabilité
économique. 

Je me nomme Ghislaine D. TCHOKOUATOU, et je suis diplômée en Comptabilité et Gestion d'Entreprise. J'ai
commencé ma carrière dans une grande entreprise camerounaise basée dans les dix régions du pays en tant
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que comptable régionale pendant sept ans. Cependant, ma passion pour un environnement sain m'a conduit
dans la société civile camerounaise, où je suis devenu un leader dans ma communauté.

Mon engagement dans la lutte contre les produits chimiques dangereux et toxiques vient de l'observation de
l'environnement camerounais, menacé par la prolifération des déchets et des produits chimiques ainsi que
des défis auxquels les femmes sont confrontées dans ce domaine. En 2022 et 2024, lors des activités
organisées par l'Action des Femmes pour une Planète Bio (AFEPB), j'ai rencontré des femmes productrices
de maïs, d'arachides, de cacahuètes, de manioc et de macabo, qui manquaient d'informations sur les
méthodes biologiques. Celles qui connaissent des alternatives sont souvent confrontées à des difficultés
financières pour les obtenir, ainsi que pour acheter des équipements de protection individuelle.

Les femmes et les hommes ne sont pas égaux face à l'empoisonnement par les pesticides.

L'exposition aux produits chimiques affecte les femmes différemment des hommes, en raison de leur
métabolisme et des niveaux élevés d'œstrogènes. Les femmes sont plus vulnérables aux effets nocifs de
nombreux pesticides, qui peuvent entraîner des problèmes de santé tels que des cancers, des troubles
hormonaux et des complications pendant la grossesse. 

L'exposition à des composés chimiques pendant la grossesse peut perturber le système hormonal et nuire
au développement du fœtus. L'exposition des femmes aux pesticides est une source de : cancer du sein ;
diminution des réserves ovariennes ; modification des cycles menstruels ; risque accru d'endométriose ;
infertilité ; fausses couches ; perturbation du système immunitaire ; problèmes dermatologiques ; effets
neurologiques ou psychologiques.

Des études antérieures ont suggéré des liens entre l'exposition aux pesticides et la toxicité ovarienne
conduisant à l'infertilité féminine, y compris l'insuffisance ovarienne prématurée (IOP) et le syndrome des
ovaires polykystiques (SOPK), les problèmes menstruels et l'altération de la synthèse des hormones
stéroïdiennes sexuelles.

Vers des solutions durables

Dans mon travail de lutte contre les produits chimiques dangereux et les déchets, j'ai collaboré avec des
femmes dans différents contextes : communautés rurales, espaces politiques et recherche. Nous avons
organisé des séances de sensibilisation aux pratiques agricoles durables et à l'utilisation de pesticides
biologiques, tout en renforçant les capacités des agricultrices. Il en ressort que les femmes jouent un rôle
crucial dans le secteur agricole au Cameroun, que ce soit à titre individuel ou au sein des associations. Leur
expertise et leur savoir-faire sont essentiels pour la sécurité alimentaire et la conservation de la biodiversité.
Lorsqu'une femme est équipée et responsabilisée aux pratiques agroécologiques, elle devient la gardienne
des semences, la protectrice de la biodiversité et l'architecte d'un avenir durable pour sa communauté.

Action des Femmes pour une Planète Bio (AFEPB), à travers son programme d'appui aux agriculteurs en
agriculture biologique, encourage les pratiques respectueuses de l'environnement sans compromettre la
rentabilité économique des exploitations agricoles, à travers des événements de sensibilisation et de
renforcement des capacités des jeunes et des femmes pionnières du secteur agricole sur les bonnes
pratiques environnementales et agricoles en matière de gestion des pesticides et des emballages vides post-
consommation ; la promotion des alternatives biologiques existantes pour assurer une croissance et un
développement durables.

En 2022, l'AFEPB a soutenu GIC AGRECAM dans l'agriculture biologique avec l'élevage de 20 000 poissons-
chats de 750g et 5 000 carpes de 600g par cycle de production, et l'extension de dix hectares de bananiers
plantains et de cacaoyers à KOTENG. De plus, elle a appuyé GIC SOTRAPRO dans la création et l'extension de
trois hectares de champs de manioc et de maïs dans les communes d'Esse et de Banwa. Elle soutient
actuellement le GIC SOJA dans la culture et la transformation du manioc en « waterfufu sec » ; la
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transformation du soja en farine, yaourt et brochettes.

En 2023 et 2024, l'AFEPB a sensibilisé les jeunes et les femmes agricultrices des communes de Moungo,
Manjo, Bonaléa, et Dibombari, où l'agriculture est la principale activité des populations, à l'impact des
pesticides sur la santé humaine et environnementale, tout en encourageant l'utilisation des alternatives
biologiques existantes telles que le compost, le neem, le Tithonia diversifolia, le Nicotiana tabacum....

Pour mieux protéger les femmes des produits chimiques toxiques, il est essentiel de mettre en œuvre des
politiques plus strictes en matière de sécurité chimique, d'améliorer l'accès à l'information sur les
alternatives biologiques et de renforcer les capacités des femmes en matière de prise de décision et de
meilleures pratiques de gestion des pesticides.

Enfin, il est essentiel de sensibiliser le public et les décideurs aux questions liées à l'utilisation des
pesticides et à la santé des femmes. La protection de l'environnement et la sécurité alimentaire doivent être
au cœur des préoccupations pour garantir un avenir sain aux générations futures.
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