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Women and Chemicals is a
subject of serious concern but
unfortunately it has not been
given adequate attention, mainly
due to lack of comprehensive
data over the impact of
chemicals on women’s

health. Men and women are
differently exposed to different
chemicals due to their
occupation, environmental, and
social factors. They have
different gender roles and face
different social determinants.
Women also face different
exposure routes and overall
women are more susceptible to
health harms from chemicals.

All of this is true for substances
known as endocrine disrupting
chemicals (EDCs). According to
the U.S. Environmental

Protection Agency (EPA), EDCs are

"Exogenous agents that interfere with the synthesis, secretion, transport, metabolism, binding
action, or elimination of natural blood-borne hormones that are present in the body and are
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responsible for homeostasis, reproduction and developmental processes. They are widely available
in many consumer products such as personal care products, household cleaners, food, plastics and
pesticides. They have been linked with many known health implications in women and children
across the globe. They are known to cause adverse human health outcomes including alterations in
sperm quality and fertility, abnormalities in sex organs, endometriosis, early puberty, altered
nervous system function, immune function, certain cancers, respiratory problems, metabolic
issues, diabetes, obesity, cardiovascular problems, growth, neurological and learning disabilities,
and more.”

The Strategic approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM), which is now the Global
Framework on Chemicals, identified EDCs as an Emerging Policy Issue at the International
Conference on Chemicals Management, ICCM 3 in 2012.

Women in different occupations can be exposed to EDCs at work. For example, women farmers,
workers in industry, waste pickers, healthcare professionals, recyclers, and others all may face
occupational exposures to EDCs. They can also be exposed to multiple EDCs in cosmetics
(mercury, formaldehyde, parabens), sanitary napkins (phthalates, solvents), utensils (PFAS), textiles
(PFAS, nonylphenol), personal care products (triclosan, BPA), paint (lead), and much more. The
National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) biomonitoring data of non-persistent
EDCs (parabens, phenols, and phthalates), show that women are frequently exposed to many
chemicals found in personal care products, at higher levels than men, probably as a result of their
greater use of such products. EDCs have been detected in human blood, urine, breast milk,
amniotic fluid, and the umbilical cord.

EDC exposures are linked to reproductive disorders such as early puberty, infertility, abnormal
cyclicity, premature ovarian failure/menopause, endometriosis, fibroids, and adverse pregnancy
outcomes. Exposure to the fetus can cause multiple reproductive and neurological disorders
including cancer and congenital anomalies in offspring. Some EDCs affect male reproduction
through lowering the sperm count.

Historically, most of the studies on health impacts of chemicals have been conducted on men.
There is some data on impacts of certain chemicals on pregnant and lactating women (and hence
the foetus) yet there is inadequate recognition and translation of the issue at the policy level.

Some may think that since women are exposed the most, are most vulnerable. and can transfer the
chemicals to the next generation, they must be aware of the consequences. Sadly, this is not
generally true. In fact, most of the products that women use is either not labelled correctly or are
not readily available or affordable for them to make an informed choice. In most parts of the world,
better and safer alternatives are not easily available.

It's time that we understand the gendered impacts of EDCs and work along with women to build a
future free of toxic chemicals. Women’s vulnerabilities and needs should be understood and their
roles should be promoted and enhanced at local, national, and regional levels to develop and
implement policies which are responsive to women’s concerns.

Tripti Arora is the Gender Coordinator and South Asia Regional Coordinator for IPEN. She has been
working for over eight years on waste and chemicals and their impacts on women'’s health. She has
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completed her master’s degree in Environmental Management from India.
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Reflections on
International Women’s
Day

28 February 2024

Years ago, | went to a public
hearing in Washington DC about
chemical exposures in the
United States. The discussion
centered on whether we should
have stronger regulations to
match the EU’s new REACH
legislation. To the nodding
heads of the government
officials conducting the hearing,
a chemical industry
spokesperson explained that
Europeans wanted REACH
because they were now
genetically risk adverse. He
explained that the people who
were willing to take risks had
done so by migrating to the
United States over the last two
centuries. The result was a gene
pool in the United States of courageous, independent people and a fearful, overly cautious set or
relatives left behind. The hearing did not result in any recommendations to strengthen US chemical
restrictions.

Charlotte Brody

Beyond the ahistorical idiocy of the chemical man’s claim (what about enslaved people? What about
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immigration policies?), the industry spin hid the real question --- a question that is at the heart in
International Women’s Day: Who decides? Who decides when and if to marry and when and if to
have children? Who decides how much lead is in paint on the windowsill the baby likes to look out
from? Who decides how much of which cancer- or birth defect-causing chemical we are exposed to
at work?

The 4.7 trillion US dollar global chemical Industry is sure of the answer: They decide. Their
business plan, the analyses of the scientists in their pay, and the willingness of the politicians they
support are blended into a comprehensive plan to maintain their role as masters of the chemical
universe. They decide. It’s not a question of which continent’s people are risk takers. Instead, it’s
the chemical industry insisting on deciding the risks for the rest of us.

Good chemicals policy takes decision making away from the chemical industry and puts it into the
hands of people who try to balance building an economy and protecting public health. Good
chemicals policy, like International Women’s Day, is based on the understanding powerfully
expressed by Bhopal’s Rashida Bee:

We are not expendable. We are not flowers to be offered at the altar of profit and power.

The roots of International Women’s Day are in the stories of women determined to end their
victimhood. Of women insisting that their rights as human beings be recognized. Of women
collectivizing their power to challenge the power of the men (and it really was mostly men) who
had determined that they were expendable.

They were not. And we are not. The power and the profit of the chemical industry does not cede
them the right to decide how much of which chemical carcinogen or reproductive or developmental
toxin is deposited into the placentas of pregnant women and other people around the world.

Happy International Women’s Day. Here's to a future where the agency of all people is fully
recognized, and we decide what risks we are willing to take.

Charlotte Brody is an IPEN Executive Committee member and Vice President for Occupational and
Environmental Health for the BlueGreen Alliance, a U.S. coalition of labor unions and environmental
organizations working together to solve today’s environmental challenges in ways that create and
maintain quality jobs and build a clean, thriving, and equitable economy.

Related Items: Women & Chemicals

Tags: International Women's Day
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Effects of Air Pollution on Women’s
Reproductive Health

06 May 2024

By Ms. Aisha Karanja, CEO / Founder - Back To Basics
(BTB), Nairobi, Kenya

Born in Nairobi, Kenya, where my father
was a teacher and my mother a farmer, |
must confess that the issue of pollution -
any type of pollution, never bothered
anyone in my community. Of course, we
knew the theory that “smoke is harmful to
health,” but that was it!

Over the years, our country has
experienced ecological collapse
everywhere, including in Nairobi, which
can largely be attributed to the city’s
rapid urbanization and a surge in population growth. The increase in energy consumption has led to a sharp
rise in air pollution, which has created a health emergency.

Air pollution causes an estimated four million deaths annually across the world with an overall attributable
mortality rate among women being about 50% higher than that of men.

According to the State of the Global Air 2020 report, ambient air pollution was responsible for around 5,000
premature deaths in Kenya in 2019 alone. It is the fourth most important risk factor in driving death and
disability combined. Indeed, the 2017 national economic survey estimated that 19.9 million Kenyans suffer
from respiratory ailments that are exacerbated by poor air quality. On the other hand, exposure to high
levels of air pollution during pregnancy has been linked to adverse outcomes, such as preterm birth, low
birth weight, and developmental issues in offspring.

Even though | became involved in environmental matters in 2013, the issue around the effects of pollution
on human health did not take any centre stage in my work and life until 2018.
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My defining moment came when | received an email from the Leeds University, UK, asking whether our
organisation could host university research students. For nine weeks, | hosted three students whose main
interest was “Effects of pollution and climate change on reproductive health.” This was a great eye opener to
the effects of the silent killer especially in the rural setting. The outcomes of this research left me wondering
if there was something, anything, that could be done to address the challenge of pollution - and | knew |
would one day work on something touching on pollution and its effect on women’s reproductive health, and
hopefully open an opportunity for me to work with communities to identify local solutions to the pollution
challenge.

Fast forward: To demystify solutions, surrounding climate challenges including pollution, as an
organisation we adopted the HEAL (Health, Environment And Livelihoods) programs, an integrated approach
to environmental stewardship, livelihoods, and economic empowerment for the women. Under the program
we sensitize and create awareness on the intricate connection between health, environment, and livelihoods,
this being the anchor of all our projects. We promote and advocate for adequate protection, especially
against substances that pose risks to brain development, disrupt hormonal functions, and harm
reproductive health, recognising that women are the primary victims.

Cognizant of the fact that exposure to hazardous substances and wastes undermines women, children, and
other vulnerable groups at risk of human rights abuses, we emphasise and focus on the following areas:

. Capacity building and training

e  Advocacy and Awareness creation
. Information sharing

. Partnerships and networking

. Climate action income generating activities.

Sensitization and awareness creation has led to an increased understanding among women, who can now relate the intricate connection
between a healthy environment free of pollution and a healthy people. Through the strengthening of their cognitive abilities, we have
developed the passion of the women we work with, ensuring they adopt a strong sense of who they are and their critical role as part of the

solutions, generating and implementing solutions towards a toxics-free future for generations to come.

In our own small way, we are going back to basics and demystifying solutions towards a pollution free
planet and making our contribution towards reversing the emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs) which has
already significantly altered the composition of the atmosphere and average world temperature to between
1.1 and 1.2°C. Ours remains an exciting journey of seeing women transform into change agents and
taking responsibility of their environment and personal health!

In the fight towards a cleaner, greener future, there are no winners or losers. It is equally important to
understand that developing solutions requires collaboration - to ensure efforts have a meaningful,
widespread impact. The world’s challenges in climate change are numerous and looming, and we therefore
need innovative ideas to meet them. Many big bold ideas are needed to really move solutions forward,
strong commitments; inspiring ideas; personal pledges and much more.

We must apply collective determination urgently to protect and restore our environment - the buck stops with me and you.
Aisha Karanja is a seasoned professional with years of experience in environmental and community development. Aisha holds a Master’s
degree in Community Development and a Bachelor of Arts degree in Political science, economics and sociology both from Agra University,

India. She also holds a Post graduate diploma (PGD) in journalism and mass communications.
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The following is from a talk by
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waste for Women Engage for a
Common Future, WECF, a
member organisation of IPEN.
Johanna has a Masters degree in
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on the health impacts from
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pregant women and children and
endocrine disrupting chemicals,
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toxic-free future.
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field of chemicals and health focusing on women and children and the gender aspect. | work with
Women Engage for a Common Future, WECF, an eco-feminist network, and | am based in Munich,

Germany.
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Currently, a global treaty to stop plastic pollution is being negotiated, guided by the United Nations
Environment Programme, UNEP, and therefore | would like to take the opportunity to share with
you some aspects of the intersection between Gender and Plastics.

Recently, during a Gender and chemicals project[1], WECF conducted an on-site visit to Dandora,
Kenya, Africa's largest landfill site. This site contains 15% plastic waste, where you can find the
nearby community, especially women and children, scavenging for recyclables. There is a hierarchy
at the rubbish dump: the men get the “best goods”, and women and children the less valuable
ones. Wilfried, a 24-year-old female ‘waste picker’ in Dandora, was telling us that she suffers
from vein pain and menstrual bleedings lasting longer than two months. The doctors suspect
hormonal issues from constant exposure to toxic smoke and pollutants in the waste contaminating
the area.

Not only the last, but each phase of the plastic cycle is characterised by different gender-specific
experiences and impacts, including health consequences.

99% of plastics originate from fossil fuels. Next to causing significant climate damage, the
expansion of fossil fuel industries, often in impoverished areas, harms ecosystems, worsens power
differentials, and marginalizes women and groups in vulnerable situations. Women
disproportionately face consequences like income loss in agriculture and taking on more care work
due to environmental pollution. While men secure new roles in the fossil fuel sector, women have
only gained 20% of these jobs.

Women, who make up a significant portion of the global population, often bear the brunt of plastic
pollution's harmful effects. Plastic chemicals like Phthalates, PFAS, and Bisphenol A (BPA) have been
detected in alarming concentrations in women, including pregnant women. The increases in
illnesses such as diabetes, neurological disorders, fertility disorders, premature puberty, asthma,
immune disorders, and cancer are linked to these substances.

To understand gender-specific exposure variances, identifying diverse exposure sources is

crucial. Biological factors lead to gender-specific differences in plastic pollutant exposure. Women
metabolize chemicals differently, their thinner skin allows easier chemical penetration, and fat-
soluble toxins can accumulate more due to higher fat tissue content. When women become
pregnant there is an increasing risk for current and future generations as studies have revealed
contamination of placentas and breast milk with chemicals such as BPA or phthalates.

In the workplace, women are at increased risk of exposure to harmful plastic chemicals, along
with long working hours, poor pay and unknowingly being exposed to high levels of pollution
without protective measures. Women are often working in chemical- and plastic-intensive
industries such as the textile industry or in waste management (including the informal sector).
Female caregivers also handle plastic-based items, facing health hazards. Women, still primarily
responsible for household and caregiving tasks, are more exposed to synthetic chemicals in
cleaning products. The lack of information on workplace toxins underscores the need for education
on health effects.

Also, gender specific use and consumption of plastic products expose women to specific health
risks, such as menstrual products containing oil-based plastics and harmful chemicals. Women's
higher consumption of cosmetics, influenced by societal beauty norms, underscores the need for
complete and clear labelling of ingredients and associated health hazards to enable informed
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choices and better protection. This is why WECF is working on awareness raising on chemicals in
products, e.g. for a toxic and plastic free menstruation and informs consumers, especially women
and young parents within our nesting programme on how to avoid plastic in daily life.

The biological, workplace, consumption and social gender differences mentioned above must be
considered in data collection, toxicology, risk assessment, protection measures, and policymaking.

Back in Dandora: The final stages of the plastic lifecycle are a global issue closely linked to existing
social inequalities. Millions of female waste pickers like Wilfried earn a living in highly toxic
environments that contaminate the entire ecosystem and jeopardize their health, yet these jobs are
often their sole family income. In our interviews we were told that many waste workers do not live
past 30 years old. The increasing number of unskilled women working in the informal sector
without any protective measures to support their families' survival is alarming.

The first priority must be to get women out of these workplaces. Equal education is one important
step towards achieving this. What we can see: Plastic pollution is not just an environmental crisis; it
is also a gender issue that disproportionately affects women and marginalized communities
worldwide.

Addressing the gender dimensions of the plastic crisis requires a multi-faceted approach that
integrates environmental, health, and gender considerations. Initiatives promoting safer working
conditions for women must be supported.

Women are Agents of Change

In our studies in Kenya and other countries, we have encountered numerous women actively
combating the plastic threat, contributing their expertise and courage. They are creating non-toxic
natural alternatives for food packaging, empowering women to combat sexual harassment,
assisting waste pickers in unionizing, and facilitating access to education. They are promoting the
shift to safer and healthier workplaces and require our support. | would like to invite you to watch
these examples in our documentary “Tackling toxics”.

A Gender-just Plastic Treaty

Global civil society efforts have made progress. However, to effectively address the plastic crisis in
all its aspects, political action is needed. A strong Global Treaty to End Plastic pollution could be a
milestone. The Treaty must curb plastic production, regulate and prohibit the use of harmful
chemicals, and ensure that those responsible for damages caused by profit-oriented corporate
policies are held accountable. Gender aspects must play a crucial role in this endeavour. Many
policy processes are still disregarding the different impacts and needs of various genders and
marginalized groups. Gender considerations are vital, with women's active involvement, gender-
specific data, and financial support crucial for a gender-inclusive approach. A Gender Action Plan
can underpin these efforts. This is what we stand for in the negotiations of the treaty together with
our partners from the Women’s Major Group, IPEN, BFFP, CIEL, and many more.
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[1] The project “Tackling Toxics” was implemented in coordination with the Basel Rotterdam
Stockholm (BRS) secretariat. Scoping studies in Tunesia and Kenya were undertaken together with
the Centre for Environment Justice and Development (CEJAD), Kenya and Association of
Environmental Education for Future Generations (AEEFG) in Tunisia.
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