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Pesticides are intended to target pests in the agriculture industry but they can also cause severe 
harm to humans. These chemicals most commonly enter the human body through eating, 
drinking, skin contact, or inhalation. While pesticides are dangerous for all of us, they pose unique 
risks to our children. 
 
How Do Toxic Pesticides Impact Children? 
 
Pesticide poisoning is of particular risk to children, who are more likely to come into contact with 
the floor through playing and crawling, and are also more likely to put objects in their mouths.1 

These behaviors can increase the chance of exposure to pesticides. Children also have a higher 
skin-surface-area-to-bodyweight ratio than adults, which can increase their chance of exposure 
to toxins via skin.2 As a result, children are three times more likely to develop cancer than adults 
when exposed to pesticides.3  
 
Despite these increased risks, an estimated 800,000 children work in the agricultural industry.4 
Many of these children are undocumented and exploited. Often, they are sent to work in the 
fields with little or no protective equipment or training. The failure of policymakers to protect 
children from both child labor and pesticides puts them at great risk of health complications. 

What Are The Risks Of Pesticide Exposure? 
 
A lack of regulation means that many  pesticides that pose various risks to human health are still 
commonly used in the U.S. Among the most dangerous for children are organophosphates, 
neonicotinoids, and paraquat. 

Organophosphates: Organophosphates are the most widely used pesticide and use chemicals to 
target and poison insects and mammals. Evidence shows that organophosphate pesticides can 
cause poor neurodevelopment in children.5 Studies have documented that prenatal exposure to 
organophosphate pesticides can raise the chances of neurodevelopmental disorders throughout 
one’s life.6   

Neonicotinoids: Neonicotinoids are a class of water-soluble chemicals used to target insects by 
being absorbed through a plant’s water supply. In addition to causing extensive environmental 
damage, neonicotinoids can cause risks to human health. These pesticides are linked to birth 
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defects and hormonal dysregulation, and their solubility in water may lead to food and water 
contamination.7 

Paraquat: Paraquat has several known health risks including pulmonary fibrosis, renal failure, and 
respiratory distress syndrome. Paraquat, which is primarily used in agriculture to control weed 
and grass growth, is fatal 70% of the time when consumed.8 Ingestion, skin contact, and inhalation 
are so dangerous that only licensed professionals may legally use it. Children, who are more 
prone to accidentally consuming incorrectly labeled or unmarked liquids, are at a particular risk of 
ingestion. 

This list notes some of the most dangerous pesticides for children, but it is far from 
comprehensive — more than160 registered agricultural pesticides in the U.S. are known 
carcinogens, and even more have potential health risks similar to those listed above.9 

What Can We Do? 
 
Currently, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) assesses the human health risks of 
pesticide ingredients and sets corresponding limits. However, industry influence has led to under-
regulation — and even deregulation — of many pesticides, including those that are banned in 
other countries.  
 
Congress has the opportunity to protect children from these toxic pesticides through the Protect 
America’s Children from Toxic Pesticides Act (S.269). Specifically, this legislation bans the use of 
organophosphates, neonicotinoids, and paraquat and cancels the registration of pesticides that 
have been banned in the European Union (EU).   
 
The reduction of harmful pesticide use is critical to children’s health and well-being. 
Acknowledging and reducing the dangers they pose means that our children have a better 
chance at a healthier future.  
 
Contact Information  
 
Authored by Sydney Kelley. For general nutrition inquiries, contact Abbie Malloy, Director of 
Health, Environmental, and Nutrition Policy at Abbiem@firstfocus.org.  
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