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Going Beyond PPE: Adopting a Prevention and Awareness Mindset for
Pesticide Safety on the Farm

Byline: Canadian Agricultural Safety Association

Every farmer knows that personal protective equipment (PPE) is essential when working with
pesticides.

But safety around pesticides, commonly known as crop protection or pest control products in
Canada, extends far beyond PPE. PPE reduces exposure risk, but it does not remove hazards to
you, your workers or your family.

That's why it’s crucial to understand how and why incidents involving pesticides occur, and adopt
a proactive prevention and awareness mindset each time you handle a product.

“Safe pesticide use begins long before you open a container. It starts with understanding how
and why incidents occur — from improper handling to overlooked safety steps. By recognizing
the risks and staying alert to potential hazards, you can prevent accidents before they happen,”
says Victoria Linden, Syngenta Canada’s Regulatory and Stewardship Trade Lead. “Every time
you handle a product, approach it with awareness, apply prevention, and wear the right PPE -
because if something does go wrong, you remain protected. Your health, your livelihood, and
your farm'’s future depend on it.”

When farm work gets busy, it can be tempting to look for shortcuts to save time. However,
cutting corners with pest control products can lead to significant health and environmental safety
risks.

Understanding the possible routes of pesticide exposure

While most recognize the immediate, visible exposure potential associated with handling
chemicals of any sort, including pesticides, there are also hidden routes of pesticide exposure
that need to be managed to keep everyone safe. One of the most notable hidden potentials for
pesticide exposure is inadvertent cross-contamination.

Taking small steps, like always washing hands after using pesticide products, can significantly
help reduce the potential for cross-contamination exposure for yourself, other people and
animals on the farm.

Steps to prevent cross-contamination include:

e Wash hands and shower thoroughly with soap and water after spraying and change into
clean clothes.
Always keep a new thick plastic bag to transport contaminated clothing from the field.

e Wash clothing used during pesticide application separately from the rest of the household
laundry.

e After washing work clothes, run an empty rinse or clean cycle before putting other
clothing in the washing machine.
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e Wash splashes on skin immediately with plenty of water.

¢ Anything that gets splashed with pesticides that cannot be thoroughly cleaned (e.g.,
leather belts or work boots etc.) should be contained away from other clothing and when
disposed of, disposed of properly.

e Wash reusable PPE according to manufacturer’s instructions at the end of each workday
and only in a dedicated decontamination area separate from other laundry.

e PPE used for pesticides should only be used for that purpose.

e Wash hands and exposed skin before eating, drinking, using tobacco, chewing gum,
applying cosmetics or using the toilet.

e Have a dedicated knife or scissors that is only used for opening pesticide bags.

e Always read and follow the product label.

Avoiding complacency when mixing and applying pesticide products

While mixing and applying pesticides is common on many Canadian farms, becoming
complacent, particularly with regularly used products, is a risk that can pose significant hazards.
Most incidents occur during mixing/loading and preparation for application when products are
concentrated and containers are open. That's why taking the time to assess and identify
potential risks before mixing and application is essential for the safety of everyone — both
humans and animals — on the farm.

As a pesticide product label is a legal document that must be followed, always closely follow the
label directions for mixing and spraying. If you are unsure about anything, contact the product
manufacturer — do not guess.

Important safety precautions to take when mixing and spraying pesticides include:

e Have a designated location for mixing pesticides that is well-ventilated and away from
any water sources with a spill kit available.

e Wear protective eye wear and keep containers below eye level when mixing to avoid
splashing the product into your eyes, and never use your teeth to open a container or
your mouth to siphon liquids.

e Conduct a jar test using the correct WALES mixing order in a safe and ventilated area
before combining different pesticide products to ensure compatibility. (Again, avoid
guessing and contact the product manufacturer if you are unsure how to do this.)

e Always check equipment before spraying to ensure there are no leaks or damage, and
carefully inspect equipment while cleaning after application.

e Use a “buddy system” when spraying so that another person can monitor for signs of
adverse health effects.

e Do not apply during periods of dead calm and avoid application when winds are gusty.

e Take into consideration wind speed, wind direction, temperature inversions, application
equipment and sprayer settings.

e Spray in the same direction as the wind to make sure the spray drift is away from you
and anyone else.

e Avoid getting any spray drift onto neighbouring lands, homes and water sources.

Have a source of clean water available on or near the field during application in case of
unexpected incidents like spills.

e Follow the specified waiting time (re-entry interval or REI) between pesticide applications.
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Keep in mind that it is essential to review safety procedures with seasonal workers and others
who handle pesticides on the farm before each application to mitigate complacency and ensure
safety stays top of mind.

Proactive emergency preparedness for pesticide incidents

Even with strong safety practices, incidents can happen. Having an emergency plan in place and
ensuring everyone knows about it is essential for effectively and safely responding to an
unexpected pesticide incident, such as a spill.

If you or someone else on the farm experiences symptoms following pesticide exposure, consult
the first aid instructions on the product label and contact a poison control centre. Across Canada,
a toll-free poison centre can be reached at 1-844 POISON-X (1-844-764-7669) for medical
advice in the event of suspected exposure. If immediate medical attention is required, call 911
and be sure to have the product label or container available to show first responders and other
medical personnel.

Having a well-stocked spill kit, along with procedure training and practice, is crucial to quickly
respond to a pesticide spill on the farm and should be kept wherever pesticides are commonly
used or stored. Additionally, every farm must have a written emergency response plan, including
decontamination and disposal procedures, that is reviewed regularly.

In the event of a pesticide spill, immediately isolate the affected area and ventilate if indoors. It's
important to quickly stop the source of the spill to contain the spread to mitigate further
contamination. Read the product’s safety data sheet for specific cleanup and disposal
information, and contact the pesticide manufacturer if more information is required.

Remember to contact the product manufacturer and the relevant provincial authorities to report
the incident as soon as possible. Health Canada also has information on where and how to report
a pesticide incident.

“Taking a few extra minutes to follow established safety procedures can prevent incidents with
long lasting consequences. Safety is not an expense, it is an investment in your farm, your
family and your operations. By slowing down and adhering to safety protocols, you safeguard the
well-being of everyone on or near the farm while also protecting crops and ensuring sustainable
operations." says Alamin Bhimani, HSE Manager with Syngenta Canada.

The importance of prioritizing safety with pesticides can never be overemphasized. Shortcut
habits that appear to save a bit of time initially can end up being costly and dangerous due to
exposure, which can affect people, animals and the environment.

Slowing down, being proactive and closely following safety procedures can make all the
difference in ensuring the well-being of everyone on and near your farm while also protecting
your crops.

For more farm safety information and resources, please visit agsafetyweek.ca.



https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/consumer-product-safety/pesticides-pest-management/public/protecting-your-health-environment/report-pesticide-incident.html
http://www.agsafetyweek.ca/
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About Canadian Agricultural Safety Week

Every year, the Canadian Agricultural Safety Association raises awareness about the importance
of farm safety with the Canadian Agricultural Safety Week (CASW) campaign, which occurs
during the third week of March. In 2026, CASW takes place March 15-21 and is sponsored by
Syngenta Canada, CN, Canadian Canola Growers Association, and Parrish & Heimbecker. More
information is available at agsafetyweek.ca.

About the Canadian Agricultural Safety Association

The Canadian Agricultural Safety Association (CASA) is a national, non-profit organization
dedicated to improving the health and safety of farmers, their families and agricultural workers.
CASA is funded in part by the Sustainable Canadian Agricultural Partnership. For more
information, visit www.casa-acsa.ca.
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