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Claiming our Right to Live in a Healthy and
Toxics-Free Environment

Empowering women in the fight
to eliminate toxic chemicals

14 September 2023

By Yuyun Ismawati

In 2019, during the week of the 78th
independence of Indonesia, in mid-
August the media covered various stories
about the worst air pollution in the
capital, Jakarta. The authorities tried to
answer the questions with empty
promises and mismatched solutions.

| joined the 31 plaintiffs of the Citizen

Legal Suits demanding the President of Indonesia, three ministers, and three governors improve Jakarta's air
quality. Among the 32 plaintiffs, six mothers joined the lawsuit for their children who suffered from air
pollution. | joined the citizen lawsuit in July 2019 for my grandson, who was one year old and has suffered
from various respiratory problems since birth.

We won our case at the lower and higher courts. Still, the President insisted on submitting an appeal to the
Supreme Court, claiming that there were already policies to address pollution. Today, his administration
continues to refuse to do their jobs.

However, air pollution is not the only problem faced by Jakartans. Air, water, and soil pollution have also
become a daily issue here and in other Indonesian cities. About 70 million children under 15 in Indonesia
are exposed to toxic chemicals and pollution daily. Basic health research statistics show that Indonesian

children suffering from non-communicable diseases have increased significantly in the last five years.

The WHO South-East Asia Regional Office (SEARO) noted that health is significantly determined by social,

economic, and environmental factors beyond the health sector, such as poverty, education, employment,
and physical security. Gender inequality, an important determinant of health, remains a challenge in
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Indonesia, as elsewhere. Indonesian women lag behind men in many indicators of social well-being,
including literacy, share in agricultural holdings, labor force participation and the proportion of doctors.

It continues to be challenging to empower women policy-makers on chemical issues, although promoting
and mainstreaming gender programs in every project has been adopted as a standard component.
Additionally, although Gender Responsive Budget and Planning and Gender Equality and Social Inclusion
(GESI) have been introduced in various development plans, the realisation of the concept is still far from
ideal.

In rural and remote villages, mercury use in over eight hundred illegal gold mining sites is rampant in
Indonesia, impacting over 20 million at-risk populations, mainly women and children. My organization
Nexus3 with the Biodiversity Research Institute found that over 70% of villagers around gold mining sites
had mercury levels in their bodies that exceeded WHO safety standards. Further, mercury levels in all
environmental matrices tested (soil, aquatic organisms, etc) exceeded Indonesian regulatory levels.

In artisanal and small-scale gold mining (ASGM) sites, women have a 'simple’' role, such as selling mercury in
stores, keeping it in the bottles under their beds, or pouring it into the ball mills to help their husbands.
Even worse, | saw women's role in watching miners or their husbands burn the amalgam in the kitchen
without realising the harmful effect of inhaling mercury vapor.

Women are often blamed for their sick children or disabilities in rural and urban areas. We must support and
empower mothers and women to have more confidence and knowledge about what's best for their families
and children. We must prioritise those impacted by severe pollution from power generation, agriculture,
mining, and industrial manufacturing activities. By increasing the knowledge about harmful chemicals
among adolescent girls, women, mothers, and professionals, we will have a better society and can avoid
toxic chemicals in our daily activities.

I am pleased to see the growing interest in female students, working mothers, and stay-at-home mothers to
learn more about the toxic substances in their daily lives, especially after we released our reports. Simple
messaging highlighting specific chemicals in everyday products got their attention the most.

Empowering girls and women to claim our rights to live in a healthy and toxics-free environment is a
marathon campaign that will need our stamina, patience, and care about future generations.

Yuyun Ismawati is the co-founder and Senior Advisor of Nexus3 Foundation, Indonesia. She has over 30
years of experience working on environmental health issues. Yuyun holds a bachelor’s degree in
environmental engineering from Bandung Institute of Technology and an MSc in Environmental Change and
Management from the University of Oxford. She received the Goldman Environmental Prize in 2009 for her
work in pollution and waste.
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My name is Ghislaine TCHOKOUATOU,
and | hold a Brevet de Technicien
Supérieur in Accounting and Business
Management. In 2013, | became
interested in environmental causes and
began working with the Cameroonian
non-governmental organization Jeunes
Volontaires pour I'Environnement (JVE).
For several years, they have been carrying
out awareness-raising, education and
advocacy campaigns to limit the
aggravating actions of climate dysfunction
in Cameroon and beyond. JVE is working
towards effective involvement of young
people and women in decision-making, a
rational management of waste and
harmful chemicals, and other issues. Since 2022, | have been working as the president of the NGO Action
des Femmes pour une Planéte Bio Cameroun.

w

s

In 2020, | coordinated a project "PCB Reduction in Cameroon through the use of local expertise and the
development of national capacities” in the South and West regions of Cameroon. This campaign identified
potential sources of PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) in the two regions of the country and raised awareness
among the population of exposed areas and informed workers of companies that use PCB-containing
equipment on the risks associated with PCB contamination. Carrying out these field activities led us to
discover that many women were using PCB oil from a transformer explosion to fight termites and other bugs
on wood and furniture. PCBs were also used by women to give shine to a floor that was smoothed after
washing. In addition, PCBs from the explosion of an electrical transformer was spilled onto the ground, onto
crops, and sometimes into surrounding streams where women get water supplies and sometimes do
laundry. The clothes used by the men who regularly handle the PCBs were given to the woman for washing.
Several women in the exposed area had symptoms very similar to the consequences of contamination with
persistent organic pollutants such as fertility problems, cancer, breathing difficulties, and much more.
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As part of this study, in 2023, we initiated a movement against plastics in Cameroon. We realized that
women in their daily jobs are at the center of the handling of plastics, whether in food, household, textiles,
beauty, and other products. Plastics are an integral part of a woman's life and when chemicals from plastics
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are released they can impact in women’s bodies and cause harmful effects to the fetus and the baby before
and after birth. Toxic chemical additives in plastic such as bisphenol A, phthalates, PCBs, lead, flame
retardants, and others can affect the health of woman, their fetuses, their families, and more.

Beauty products used in Cameroon almost always contain plastic. Even worse, these products contain toxic
plastic that is harmful to women's health. According to a study by the Plastic Soup Foundation, about 83% of
sunscreen products, 80% of hand sanitizers, 71% of shampoos and 61% of face creams contain microplastics
in their formulations; these beauty products put women at greater risk of plastic poisoning and chemical
risk related to their formulation.

| believe that it is time for appropriate and fair regulatory measures to be taken to restrict, if not
completely prohibit, the use of hazardous chemicals in products in order to protect everyone from
exposure to toxic substances.

TCHOKOURTOY
—AFEPS = -
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In Kazakhstan, Raising Concerns on Women’s
Health and Chemical Safety

29 November 2023

by Lidia Astanina, Chair, Greenwomen

In 1995, a group of female journalists
working in the first environmental
newspaper in Kazakhstan established
Greenwomen as the country's first
ecological analytical non-profit agency
focusing on environmental health and
justice. | have been leading the
organization since then.

In the beginning, the name "Greenwomen"
raised questions because the terms
"green," "environment," and "ecology" did
not immediately become natural in
Kazakhstan. We were inspired by the
names of other advocacy groups,
including Greenpeace, Green Salvation, and Rainbow. We witnessed the formation of a non-governmental
sector in Kazakhstan and actively participated in its development.

Over time, we have gained expertise in access to environmental information and public participation in
decision-making. Environmental and public health issues are traditionally of concern to women; we are
responsible for our children's health and our families' well-being. Thus, emphasizing the role of women and
the importance of their engagement in environmental decision-making has always been a critical topic of
our publications.

Greenwomen benefits significantly from being part of the IPEN network, carrying out joint projects,
participating in negotiations, and shaping the national agenda. Many years of work with IPEN in Eastern
Europe, Caucasus and Central Asia, and globally helped Greenwomen grow professionally and significantly
raise its capacity and understanding of issues related to chemicals and waste and their impact on the health
of women and children. We shared our knowledge with different sectors in Kazakhstan and beyond by
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explaining the impacts toxic chemicals have on the environment and public health, prioritizing women's and
children's health. We have been focusing on POPs and heavy metals, toxic chemicals in consumer products,
harms from lead in paint, plastic and mercury pollution, and highly hazardous pesticides, among other
concerns.

Greenwomen has been involved in dozens of international and regional awareness-raising and capacity-
building projects of which women have been integral. In 2022, we researched and prepared an Overview of
the Impacts of Chemicals on Women's Health that was in great demand in Kazakhstan because the topic
has never been high on the agenda in the country. The report stresses that women tend to be
disproportionately affected by chemicals and waste and women need greater access to participation in
decision-making. Yet women are also critical agents of change. The gendered impacts of chemicals are
relevant to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. Thus, the topic of Women and Chemicals deserves
more attention at the national and community levels in the country.

We also regularly develop various courses and awareness-raising materials for different target groups on
topical environmental issues, for example, how to contribute to the fight against plastic waste, how
hazardous pesticides harm the human body and the environment, food and its impact on health, and other
topics.

Our work contributes to the development of environmental policy in Kazakhstan. However, more is needed
to make a difference. We must also consider the fact that in today's reality, environmental and chemical
safety issues are being overshadowed: women's voices are still not being heard, their rights are being
infringed, and even what has been achieved in the past is being lost.

But we are not discouraged. We are inspired by the examples of other organizations, especially women's
organizations, who, despite all the difficulties, are striving for a future without chemical pollution. We are
hopeful that, for example, the new Gender Action Plan to be developed under the new Global Framework on
Chemicals adopted in September 2023 will bring new opportunities for women everywhere in the world,
including in Kazakhstan. The optimism and desire to act are undiminished among the colleagues we met at
the beginning of the process and who joined us later. We are with you, those who will not leave the chosen
road and will not give up their ideas and goals.

Lidia Astanina is the Chair of Greenwomen environmental analytical agency based in Almaty, Kazakhstan.
She completed her degree in environmental journalism and has participated in various national and
international programmes for journalists. She also worked in the first environmental newspaper in
Kazakhstan.
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A more inclusive movement for a healthier
environment

20 December 2023

by Nikola Jelinek

It has only been a few years since |
graduated from college with a degree in
Chemistry and Environmental Science.
Recently, there have been more female
graduates at my university, and shortly
after graduation, | began working for the
NGO Arnika, transitioning from a
predominantly female academic
environment to an NGO that also has
many women on staff.

Arnika, located in the Czech Republic, has been a safe space for me since the beginning. During my early
days at Arnika, | had the opportunity to travel to Armenia to present local findings on heavy metal
contamination in various matrices, including human bodies, to the local communities. Our hair and urine
samples were primarily from women. One of the challenges | and my (even younger) female colleague faced
was effectively communicating information that was particularly relevant to women in a male-dominated
environment. But this information was crucial for the health and well-being of the whole community,
especially in Armenia.

Arnika addresses both local chemical-related issues and global problems that can be addressed through
international conventions. After an article on crossing the “planetary boundary” of chemical pollution was
published, I visited Geneva, Switzerland for the first time to attend the Basel, Rotterdam, and Stockholm
Conventions (BRS COPs). By that time, | had already gained significant experience presenting research results
that | had collaborated on or conducted at international conferences. | joined a diverse team with the aim of
implementing systematic change.

The conference days were busy, but the collaborative and supportive environment overshadowed the
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workload. For several days, | encountered delegates from all over the world in the corridors and halls.
However, the lack of diversity among the national delegates, mostly men who make up the majority of
participants, highlights the persistent gender gap within the halls where crucial global issues are
deliberated. The preponderance of male delegates reflects a broader trend in many spheres, underscoring
the ongoing need for diversification and inclusivity.

I am concerned about the representation of women and their issues related to the chemicals being discussed
at the BRS COPs. It is concerning that a limited number of women attend the BRS COPs and face gender
barriers when expressing their opinions. As a 29 year-old woman in this environment, | not only encounter
technical challenges associated with working at the global level but also personal obstacles related to being
a young woman in a male-dominated field. Speaking in front of a full audience, whether in a plenary session
or working groups, is particularly challenging for me as a young woman. However, when | do contribute, |
feel doubly victorious - | am strengthening the named conventions and triumphing over the preponderance
of older men who listen to my speech. | hope that all women's contributions pave the way for a more
inclusive, equitable, and diverse landscape within these global conversations.

Nikola Jelinek (she/her) graduated from the Faculty of Environmental Technology at the University of
Chemical Technology in Prague. At Arnika, she works as an expert on environmental sampling and toxic
substances in the environment. She is involved in Czech and international projects. Previously, she worked
as a laboratory technician-specialist in a private laboratory and as a laboratory technician at the Czech
University of Agriculture in Prague and participated in the implementation of a number of research projects.
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