


How Can Pesticides Enter Your Body?

Pesticides are used in various forms: powders, liquids, pellets,
granules, sprays, and gases (fumigants). Once pesticides are
applied, residues may be found in soils, on plants, on harvested
products, on application equipment, in water and irrigation canals,
in pesticide storage areas, and on your clothes. Pesticides can
enter your body in three ways:

By swallowing the chemical. You can ingest pesticide
residues if you do not  wash your hands before you eat, smoke,
chew gum, or chew tobacco.

By breathing pesticide dust or fumes through your nose or
mouth.

By absorbing the chemical through your skin or eyes. Spills,
splashes, and clothing contaminated by pesticide residues are
sources of exposure. Failing to wash your hands before you use
the restroom increases your risk of exposure; so do open cuts or
inadequate protective clothing and equipment.

Short-Term
Poisoning
Symptoms

One or more of these symp-
toms may indicate that you
are experiencing pesticide
poisoning.

1 nausea, vomiting,
diarrhea

2 chest pain, coughing
3 difficulty breathing
4 excessive sweating
5 headache
6 eye, skin, throat

irritation
7 itching, skin rash
8 blurred vision
9 small pupils

10 stomach/muscle
cramps

11 drooling (mouth or
nose)

12 weakness, dizziness
13 jumpiness, edginess

Potential
Long-Term
Health Effects

Even if you have not experi-
enced symptoms of short-
term pesticide poisoning,
long-term exposure (months
or years) to even small
amounts of some pesticides
may cause any of the follow-
ing health conditions:

1 allergies
2 skin damage and irritation
3 nervous system damage
4 cancer
5 birth defects
6 reproductive problems

(sterility or miscarriage)

First Aid Tips

If you have pesticide poison-
ing symptoms, immediately:

1 Leave the site of exposure.
Wash all exposed areas
with soap and plenty of
water; change your
clothes.

2 Tell your employer; if you
cannot do so, ask some-
one to do it for you.

3 Call 911 or other emer-
gency medical personnel.
Go to the nearest doctor,
hospital, or migrant health
clinic. Get help; do not
drive yourself.

4 Follow the first-aid instruc-
tions on the pesticide la-
bel. If you do not have the
label or do not understand
it, ask someone to get it or
explain it to you.

5 If you get pesticides in
your eyes, rinse them with
clean water for 15 minutes.

6 If you inhale fumes, get to
fresh air or an uncontami-
nated area; sit down, re-
main calm, and breathe as
normally as possible.

7 If you swallow pesticides,
refer to the first-aid instruc-
tions on the pesticide
label.

8 Tell the doctor that you
have been exposed to
pesticides; provide the
pesticide name and label.





Health and
Safety Tips

Pesticide residues remain in
fields after the pesticides
have been applied.  There-
fore, you should always:

1 Wear clothing that covers
the skin: a long-sleeved
shirt, long pants, socks,
and shoes. A hat, handker-
chief, and gloves are also
recommended.

2 Wash your hands before
eating, drinking, or smok-
ing; before chewing gum
or tobacco; and before us-
ing the restroom because
there could be pesticide
residues on your hands.
Do not eat or smoke in
treated fields.

3 Use a clean cloth to wipe
sweat from your brow.
Avoid scratching or wiping
your face with your hand
or shirt sleeve.

4 Wash your work clothes
before wearing them
again. When washing your
work clothes, separate
them from your family�s
laundry so that you do not
contaminate it.

If you are going to mix or ap-
ply pesticides or enter a
treated field before the re-
entry period has ended, you
should always:

1 Know that entry into
treated areas before the
Restricted Entry Interval
(the period of time you
must wait before re-enter-
ing a treated field) has
ended is only allowed for
some tasks, as described
in the Worker Protection
Standard.

2 Know the chemical and its
associated hazards. Each
pesticide has different in-
structions, toxicity, and
precautions (see figure).

3 Read and follow the in-
structions listed on the
pesticide label. If you do
not understand the label
instructions, ask someone
to explain them to you.

4 Wear the Personal Protec-
tive Equipment listed on
the pesticide label. This
may include clothing that
covers your skin, chemi-
cal-resis-

When working with pesticides
or in fields in which pesticides
have been applied, you
should remember:

1 Never eat, drink, or smoke
in recently treated fields or
if you have handled pesti-
cide containers.

2 Never re-use empty pesti-
cide containers for any
purpose. For example, do
not use pesticide contain-
ers as water jugs, laundry
basins, or trash cans.

3 Never drink, bathe, or
wash food or clothing in
irrigation ditches, which
may contain pesticide resi-
dues from treated fields.



Other Health and Safety Concerns

Skin diseases�Farm work is often performed in environmen-
tal conditions that may cause skin-related illness or injury.
Some may be serious enough to cause lost work time.  Injured
skin may be more susceptible to chemical or pesticide expo-
sure.  Proper clothing and protective equipment such as a
wide-brimmed hat, long-sleeved shirt, long pants, socks,
shoes, and gloves should be used to help protect your skin
from the following:

1  excessive sunlight
2  extreme hot or cold weather conditions
3  residues from farm chemicals such as fertilizers, pesticides,

cleaners, and fuels
4  cuts, abrasions, and punctures from plants with hair-like pro-

jections, thorns or sharp-edged leaves
5  irritations or allergies from contact with natural plant sub-

stances such as oils or other compounds (for example, con-
tact with poison ivy)

6  biting and stinging insects or other animals

Heat stress�People may become sick with heat stress when
they work in extremely hot, humid weather, especially if they
are not drinking enough water. Heat stress occurs when your
body is overworked and exposed to more heat than it can tol-
erate. Heat stress is not caused by exposure to pesticides, but
the symptoms are similar to those caused by pesticide expo-
sure.  The symptoms of heat stress include:

1 nausea and vomiting
2 weakness and dizziness
3 severe thirst and dry mouth
4 confusion or slurred speech
5 excessive sweating (or lack of sweating)
6 headache and chills

Seek medical help.  The response of the skin to physical or
chemical irritants may be similar.  Persistent skin irritations
should be treated by a doctor to prevent worsening conditions.
Tell the doctor if you have been exposed to pesticides, what
crop you have been working in, and how much water you have
been drinking so that the doctor can determine the cause of
your symptoms and treat you properly.

Pesticide Law Protects Workers

The Worker Protection Standard (WPS) is designed to pro-
tect agricultural workers who may be exposed to pesti-
cides. Whenever a pesticide is applied, a grower must:

1 Provide basic training about pesticides and pesticide
safety before field work begins. If you mix and apply
pesticides, you must receive additional training, which
includes information on how to follow the pesticide label
and what personal protective clothing and equipment
are required.

2 Post in a central location the name of the pesticide
(active ingredient(s) and EPA registration number), the
location and description of the treated area, the time
and date of the application, the Restricted Entry Interval
(REI�the period of time you must wait before re-enter-
ing a treated field), and emergency medical information.
The following are the only conditions under which you
can enter a treated field before the REI has ended:
when performing certain WPS-approved tasks and
when you have had special training and wear special
protective clothing and equipment.

3 Provide water, soap, and paper towels in the field, or
within ¼ mile of the field, so that you can wash your
hands or body, if necessary.

4 Take you to the doctor, hospital, or migrant health clinic
if you become sick because of working with pesticides.

5 Not retaliate, fire, or harass you for asking for your legal
right to know or for reporting a violation to the NC De-
partment of Agriculture and Consumer Services or the
NC Department of Labor. If you report a violation, you
do not have to give your name.
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FOR FURTHER INFORMATION
Other crop-specific publications in the Pesticides & Human Health series include:

Christmas Trees, Cucumbers, Sweet Potatoes, Green Peppers, Apples.
Contact the NC Cooperative Extension Service Center in your county

 for copies or for information on pesticide training.
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Health Emergencies:

For any type of Emergency, call 911*
To obtain information about any poison, including pesticides, call the

North Carolina Poison Control Center at 1-800-848-6946* (toll free)

Questions and Violations:
1  The agency responsible for enforcing the Pesticide Law and providing any type of information on pesticides:

North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, Pesticide Section . . . . 919-733-3556*

2  The agency responsible for enforcing the laws concerning health and safety conditions in labor camps and in fields:

North Carolina Department of Labor . . . . 1-800-522-6762* (toll free)
Agricultural Safety and Health Section . . . .  919-733-8731*

3   If you have any questions on how pesticides may affect your health, call:

North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services, Occupational
and Environmental Epidemiology Section . . . . 919-733-3410*

*Spanish is spoken
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