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As | write this, a fierce blizzard is blowing on Sivugaq, an Arctic island in the northern Bering Sea
where Alaska Community Action on Toxics (ACAT) is conducting a community-based research
project called Protecting Future Generations. This work was inspired by Annie Alowa, a respected
elder and community health worker who witnessed health disparities among her people that she
associated with the contamination left by the military at Northeast Cape.
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In her work, Annie observed increases of cancers, reproductive diseases, and birth defects,
especially among the families who traditionally used the lands and waters of Northeast Cape or
who worked there. | am remembering Annie’s wisdom and foresight on this International Women’s
Day, as her work continues to inform and motivate our research and advocacy work.

Annie died of cancer in 1997. She challenged us to carry on her work to hold the military and
corporations accountable, to ensure responsible clean up, and to prevent further harm to the
wildlife and people of this region. We bring this work to the Stockholm Convention, to support
global bans on chemicals that affect Arctic Indigenous peoples who carry some of the highest body
burden of persistent organic pollutants (POPs) of any population on Earth. The Arctic is a
hemispheric sink for POPs. This is exacerbated by climate warming of the Arctic, a region warming
at four times the rate of the rest of the planet.

Our work is dedicated to Annie’s memory. Our recent research confirmed higher levels of PCBs
among the Northeast Cape families, elevated even more than levels in people of the Sivugaq
communities of Gambell and Savoonga. Our previous studies found that people in these two
communities have four to six times the average PCB levels found people at lower latitudes, due to
global transport of the toxic chemical into this Arctic region. We have also documented levels of
PBDEs and PFAS chemicals in the people of Sivugaqg associated with thyroid dysfunction. Our
research has also documented elevated levels of PCBs, pesticides, and certain PBDEs and PFAS
chemicals in the traditional foods of the people of Sivuqgag.

In Sivugaq this week we are collecting blood and nail samples from children aged two to twelve,
because the elders and other community leaders of the Island are concerned about possible
exposures that can affect their learning and development. We are concerned about the
multigenerational effects of chemicals such as PCBs and flame retardants that are passed from
mother to child in her womb and through breast milk. We remember that the nations of the world
came together to negotiate the Stockholm Convention because of the elevated levels of POPs in the
breast milk of Inuit women. We work to prevent this environmental violence that is perpetrated on
women and our children without consent.

On International Women’s Day, we honor those women who are working all over the world to
protect their children, their families, and communities from harmful exposures to toxic chemicals.
Annie Alowa said: “I will fight until | melt.” Together, we join in solidarity with those who work for
justice, for peace, and for the health and safety of present and future generations. In honor of the
women of the world...

Pamela Miller
IPEN Co-Chair and Women’s Caucus Co-Chair
Executive Director, Alaska Community Action on Toxics
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Women leaders attending a Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM) in
February 2023, including Olga, Yuyun and Siddika

Honoring Women of IPEN

On International Women's Day, | would like to honour women from the IPEN network who fearlessly
protect the most vulnerable, standing for their freedom and rights for a safe and clean
environment. IPEN women live in different countries and regions, often facing injustice and threats
from governments and corporations. Nevertheless, their strong desire to protect those in need
helps them overcome challenges and find new opportunities to address toxic exposure from
chemicals and waste.

Yuyun Ismawaty, my dear friend and a world-known leader fighting mercury pollution, has been
standing for the health of Indonesian small-scale gold mining communities for years by protecting
them from mercury exposure. Mercury is one of the major environmental pollutants. Many severe,
irreversible, and deadly diseases are associated with mercury exposure. Even more troubling is that
mercury can cross the placenta and accumulate in fetal tissues. Prenatal exposure to mercury
poses a health threat, particularly to the developing brain. Being the first environment for children,
women at the same time could unwillingly become a threat to their future babies and sometimes
are blamed by their partners for giving birth to sick kids.

Yuyun dedicated her life to helping communities, educating families and local leaders about
mercury health threats and available alternatives. She cares for children suffering from mercury
exposure unwillingly passed to them by their mothers. Yuyun's tireless work helped generate data
that justify the urgency of addressing mercury health effects in women involved in small-scale gold
mining and living in contaminated communities. Preventive measures that she suggests could help
reduce the exposure and save lives.

Women in IPEN are unique as they work with communities exposed to various toxic chemicals from
different sources. Siddika Sultana, co-founder and Executive Director of the Environment and Social
Development Organization (ESDO) in Bangladesh, is one of them. She has been working on gender

issues since 1999 and specializes in women's rights, especially in the textile industry.

The textile industry is one of the biggest polluters on the planet. Hazardous chemicals are applied
at nearly all stages of textile and clothing manufacturing, from raw material production to waste
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management. The problem caused by harmful chemicals used in the textile and clothing industry is
linked to many diseases diagnosed both in women and in men occupied in the textile sector.
However, some illnesses specifically target women and impact their health, including reproductive
health. Noting that women workers dominate in this sector, it is essential to understand the health
impact of textile chemicals on women and the link between chemical exposure and associated
health effects.

While working with women in the textile sector, Siddika realized that women workers are treated
differently than men. They are deprived of justice and treatment and cannot stay home if their kids
are sick. To address these problems, Siddika cooperates with various organizations in Bangladesh,
fighting for workers' rights and gender equality in the textile sector. She aims to raise awareness of
women about their rights, occupational exposure to toxic chemicals, and the importance of gender
equity.

There are many more examples of women's leadership in the IPEN network. They change the world
for the best by fighting for people's rights, peace, healthy children and our planet's

future. International Women’s Day allows us to celebrate their achievements and honour the work
women do worldwide.

Olga Speranskaya
Women’s Caucus Co-Chair and IPEN Senior Advisor
Co-Director, Health and Environment Justice Support (HEJSupport)
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IPEN (International Pollutants Elimination Network) is a global network of public interest organizations improving
chemical policies and raising public awareness to ensure that hazardous substances are no longer produced, used, or
disposed of in ways that harm human health and the environment. IPEN's Privacy Policy

IPEN is registered in Sweden as a non-profit, public interest organization.

All contents © Copyright 2025, IPEN. All rights reserved.
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Saadiyah F. Hassoon is an expert chemical = aH
%' | Pavilion

engineer who graduated from the College
of Engineering at the University of
Baghdad in 1981. She worked for 34 years
for the Iragi government, and in the last @DES A
10 of them she was the head of the

environmental department in state

company for electrical industries. In 2003

she started to shift her focus to civil
society work.

As a woman, it has not been easy to work, travel, keep

up with my responsibilities to my family and

community, and achieve success without challenges. In

2003, | found that there was much work needed on \

hazardous chemicals in Irag, especially after seeing the

environmental problems that have accumulated over

the decades of war in Iraqg, and | knew | had to do something.

| established the organization Together to Protect Human & Environment Association (Together) in 2005 and since then we have worked hard
to raise women’s voices and demand our right to a clean, and healthy environment, with access to education and clean drinking water. My
ambition has been to work on a national and regional level, starting from the grassroots level and working with policy makers.

Working during this time period was a dangerous. Terrorists were threatening everyone, especially those working in NGOs. In spite of this
situation, | didn’t stop working to achieve the goal of Together promoting a peaceful society and a clean environment, and working for a

toxics-free future.

Over the years Together has worked on lead in paint issues, successfully winning a strict national safety standard to eliminate lead in paint

-- a huge success for us.

We also have conducted an in-depth study on highly hazardous pesticides, participated in a global study in PFAS in products, and are now
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working on low POPs content waste level regulations for a healthier environment. Together is also managing projects which focuses on
women subjected to chemical hazards like solvents, persistent organic pollutants (POPs), and products that women use in their daily life like

cosmetics, cleaners, dyes, and deodorants. Our work also focuses on exposures of chemicals used in electronic manufacturing industries.

Together is the national coordinator for the Arab Network for Environment & Development (RAED) and a member in IPEN, Habitat
International Coalition (HIC), and Housing & Land Rights Network (HLRN). Finally, | am so proud of my achievements during 18 years of hard

work.

Related Items: Women & Chemicals

IN THE NEWS

Seventh United Nations Environmental Assembly (UNEA-7)

Mercury Treaty Fails to Address the Gold Mining Crisis

CNN: IPEN Exposes Toxic Plastic Chemicals in Our Daily Lives

IPEN General Assembly Elects New Co-Chair Gohar Khojayan of Armenia

IPEN Participating Organizations Champion Lead Paint Elimination, Children’s Health Protection in 2025 International Lead Poisoning Prevention
Week

Indigenous Women in Peru and Nicaragua Face Mercury Contamination from Small-Scale Gold Mining

Chemical Review Panel Delays Action on Highly Toxic Substances, Threatening Health and the Environment Globally

New Study Reveals Alarming Levels of Toxic Chemicals in Free-range Eggs from 5 Continents

Toxic Truths and Tender Love: Why Mothers Must Speak Out

IPEN at the Plastics Treaty INC-5.2

$1 Billion Judgment Ordered Following Container Ship Spill of Plastic Pellets and Chemicals

Massive Amounts of Mercury for Gold Mining are Smuggled from Mexico, Polluting the Amazon and Threatening Indigenous Peoples
Health Experts Call on Plastics Treaty Delegates to Protect Children and Families from Toxic Plastic Chemicals

Chemicals in Recycled Plastics Impact Hormone Systems and Fat Metabolism in Fish Larvae

Science Panel Established, but Protections for Environment and Health Remain in Limbo
MORE

IPEN Secretariat:
ipen@ipen.org

@ToxicsFree
ToxicsFree

IPEN Youtube

IPEN (International Pollutants Elimination Network) is a global network of public interest organizations improving chemical policies
and raising public awareness to ensure that hazardous substances are no longer produced, used, or disposed of in ways that harm
human health and the environment. IPEN's Privacy Policy

IPEN is registered in Sweden as a non-profit, public interest organization.

All contents © Copyright 2025, IPEN. All rights reserved.

2 of 2 11/26/25,9:18 AM


https://ipen.org/toxic-priorities/women-and-chemicals
https://ipen.org/toxic-priorities/women-and-chemicals
https://ipen.org/news/seventh-united-nations-environmental-assembly-unea-7
https://ipen.org/news/seventh-united-nations-environmental-assembly-unea-7
https://ipen.org/news/mercury-treaty-fails-address-gold-mining-crisis
https://ipen.org/news/mercury-treaty-fails-address-gold-mining-crisis
https://ipen.org/news/cnn-ipen-exposes-toxic-plastic-chemicals-our-daily-lives
https://ipen.org/news/cnn-ipen-exposes-toxic-plastic-chemicals-our-daily-lives
https://ipen.org/news/ipen-general-assembly-elects-new-co-chair-gohar-khojayan-armenia
https://ipen.org/news/ipen-general-assembly-elects-new-co-chair-gohar-khojayan-armenia
https://ipen.org/news/ipen-participating-organizations-champion-lead-paint-elimination-children%E2%80%99s-health-protection
https://ipen.org/news/ipen-participating-organizations-champion-lead-paint-elimination-children%E2%80%99s-health-protection
https://ipen.org/news/ipen-participating-organizations-champion-lead-paint-elimination-children%E2%80%99s-health-protection
https://ipen.org/news/ipen-participating-organizations-champion-lead-paint-elimination-children%E2%80%99s-health-protection
https://ipen.org/news/indigenous-women-peru-and-nicaragua-face-mercury-contamination-small-scale-gold-mining
https://ipen.org/news/indigenous-women-peru-and-nicaragua-face-mercury-contamination-small-scale-gold-mining
https://ipen.org/news/chemical-review-panel-delays-action-highly-toxic-substances-threatening-health-and-environment
https://ipen.org/news/chemical-review-panel-delays-action-highly-toxic-substances-threatening-health-and-environment
https://ipen.org/news/new-study-reveals-alarming-levels-toxic-chemicals-free-range-eggs-5-continents
https://ipen.org/news/new-study-reveals-alarming-levels-toxic-chemicals-free-range-eggs-5-continents
https://ipen.org/news/toxic-truths-and-tender-love-why-mothers-must-speak-out
https://ipen.org/news/toxic-truths-and-tender-love-why-mothers-must-speak-out
https://ipen.org/news/ipen-plastics-treaty-inc-52
https://ipen.org/news/ipen-plastics-treaty-inc-52
https://ipen.org/news/1-billion-judgment-ordered-following-container-ship-spill-plastic-pellets-and-chemicals
https://ipen.org/news/1-billion-judgment-ordered-following-container-ship-spill-plastic-pellets-and-chemicals
https://ipen.org/news/massive-amounts-mercury-gold-mining-are-smuggled-mexico-polluting-amazon-and-threatening
https://ipen.org/news/massive-amounts-mercury-gold-mining-are-smuggled-mexico-polluting-amazon-and-threatening
https://ipen.org/news/health-experts-call-plastics-treaty-delegates-protect-children-and-families-toxic-plastic
https://ipen.org/news/health-experts-call-plastics-treaty-delegates-protect-children-and-families-toxic-plastic
https://ipen.org/news/chemicals-recycled-plastics-impact-hormone-systems-and-fat-metabolism-fish-larvae
https://ipen.org/news/chemicals-recycled-plastics-impact-hormone-systems-and-fat-metabolism-fish-larvae
https://ipen.org/news/science-panel-established-protections-environment-and-health-remain-limbo
https://ipen.org/news/science-panel-established-protections-environment-and-health-remain-limbo
https://ipen.org/network-news
https://ipen.org/network-news
mailto:ipen@ipen.org
mailto:ipen@ipen.org
http://twitter.com/ToxicsFree
http://twitter.com/ToxicsFree
http://twitter.com/ToxicsFree
https://www.facebook.com/ToxicsFree/
https://www.facebook.com/ToxicsFree/
https://www.facebook.com/ToxicsFree/
https://www.youtube.com/c/IPENToxicsFreeFuture
https://www.youtube.com/c/IPENToxicsFreeFuture
https://www.youtube.com/c/IPENToxicsFreeFuture
https://ipen.org/privacy-policy
https://ipen.org/privacy-policy

Toxic Chemicals and Women’s Health in Sri Lanka | IPEN https://ipen.org/news/toxic-chemicals-and-women%E2%80%99s-health-...

Select Language Powered by Gocgle Translate

PROJECTS POLICY TOXICS PRIORITIES ABOUT IPEN RESOURCES

[ DONATE }

for a toxics-free future

Search text

HOME

Toxic Chemicals and Women’s Health in Sri
Lanka

28 July 2023

Chalani Rubesinghe is the Project Planning
and Management Officer at the Center for
Environmental Justice in Sri Lanka. She
completed her Masters degree in
environmental science and is author of
"Save Environment, Save the Planet.”

I have been working on the impact of
chemicals exposure on women’s health
ever since | joined the Centre for
Environmental Justice, Sri Lanka in 2012.
Starting as an environmental officer
through my journey to project planning
and management officer, | have worked
with IPEN on various initiatives.
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Evidence-based advocacy is one of the core areas of CEJ that | focused on. Our work to expose the use of
lead in paint was one of the most successful campaigns that | was a part of. This initiative was started by
Toxics Link and IPEN and resulted in national lead paint legislation and changes in the paint market. In this
effort | created a platform to bridge communication between the scientific community and the general public
through a magazine launched by CEJ: The Chemical Watch which communicates research findings in simple
language.

I also regularly participate with decision-makers in various advocacy dialogues to protect the environment
and human health. | enjoy the innocent pleasure of being a worthy citizen contributing to making a better
world for the future generations.

Exposure to hazardous and toxic chemicals has become a very common scenario in the world today.
Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs), Persistent, Bio-accumulative and Toxic Chemicals (PBTs), vPvBs (very
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Persistent and very Bio—accumulative) chemicals, Highly Hazardous Pesticides (HHPs), and Endocrine
Disrupting Chemicals (EDCs) are among the most widespread groups of toxic chemicals.

In the patriarchal society, women are often blamed for infertility, low immunity, and giving birth to sick
children, even in circumstances that women do not control. The hidden culprit of toxic chemicals comes
with consumer goods, food, air, or water. Yes! We can ignore chemical exposure no more! A woman living in
the vicinity of agricultural land and helping her husband along with their children are exposed to chemicals
that can disrupt their health. Women can play a vital role in reducing exposure to harmful chemicals for
themselves as well as for their families and surroundings.

Studies around the world continue to find EDCs in cosmetics, plastic products, thermal paper bills, erasers,
and many other consumer items that women handle daily. One source of such toxic and hazardous
compounds is plastic containers. The WWF’s report on Plastics: The Costs to Society, the Environment and
the Economy reveals that plastics can carry more than 170 fracking chemicals that are known to cause
human health problems, including cancer and neurotoxicity. It further stipulates that open burning of
synthetic plastic polymers like polyvinyl chloride (PVC) produces dioxins and related compounds and at least
30 of these compounds can potentially damage the brain and disrupt hormones. Open burning of plastic
products can pose serious health threats to humans, especially women. Due to their different biological and
physiological makeup, the same level of exposure can be more damaging to women than to men. Reports
say this is due to the proportionately high amount of body fat in women they store more environmental
pollutants in their tissues than men. Highly hazardous active ingredients hidden among household pest
control substances are another culprit behind malfunctioning hormones due to their endocrine disrupting
nature. Exposure to pesticides among women may result in miscarriages, premature births, birth defects,
and low birth weight.

A woman as the centre of the family unit makes choices for her children and family. Therefore, it is
important that she is well aware of the sources of these toxic chemicals and exposure pathways, while the
policymakers work on systems to ban/reduce and control them.

In Fact, women have a bigger role in preventing and eliminating the sources and exposure to toxic chemicals
by paying attention to the choices they make for themselves and their families. Therefore, educating women
to stand with activists against corporations and corrupted systems that encourage the production and
distribution of toxins is highly necessary.

Related Items: Women & Chemicals
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Seventh United Nations Environmental Assembly (UNEA-7)

Mercury Treaty Fails to Address the Gold Mining Crisis

CNN: IPEN Exposes Toxic Plastic Chemicals in Our Daily Lives

IPEN General Assembly Elects New Co-Chair Gohar Khojayan of Armenia

IPEN Participating Organizations Champion Lead Paint Elimination, Children’s Health Protection in 2025 International Lead Poisoning Prevention
Week

Indigenous Women in Peru and Nicaragua Face Mercury Contamination from Small-Scale Gold Mining
Chemical Review Panel Delays Action on Highly Toxic Substances, Threatening Health and the Environment Globally

New Study Reveals Alarming Levels of Toxic Chemicals in Free-range Eggs from 5 Continents
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Toxic Truths and Tender Love: Why Mothers Must Speak Out

IPEN at the Plastics Treaty INC-5.2

$1 Billion Judgment Ordered Following Container Ship Spill of Plastic Pellets and Chemicals

Massive Amounts of Mercury for Gold Mining are Smuggled from Mexico, Polluting the Amazon and Threatening Indigenous Peoples
Health Experts Call on Plastics Treaty Delegates to Protect Children and Families from Toxic Plastic Chemicals

Chemicals in Recycled Plastics Impact Hormone Systems and Fat Metabolism in Fish Larvae

Science Panel Established, but Protections for Environment and Health Remain in Limbo
MORE
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IPEN Youtube

IPEN (International Pollutants Elimination Network) is a global network of public interest organizations improving chemical policies

and raising public awareness to ensure that hazardous substances are no longer produced, used, or disposed of in ways that harm
human health and the environment. IPEN's Privacy Policy

IPEN is registered in Sweden as a non-profit, public interest organization.
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