Risk Management and Biological Monitoring of Australian Agricultural Workers

In all industries in the Australian State of Queensland, except the agricultural industry, workplace health and safety legislation requires employers to undertake a risk assessment of their employees’ exposure to Organophosphate (OP) pesticides. Based on the results of this risk assessment employers decide whether or not health surveillance is required. Changes are foreshadowed in the legislation such that the exemption from risk assessment/health surveillance for the agricultural industry will be abolished Currently, health surveillance involves testing blood cholinesterase levels. A urine metabolite test based on the Nutley and Cocker method (Nutley and Cocker 1993) has recently become available in Australia. Due to the difficulties Australian farmers face in getting access to designated doctors to undergo health surveillance involving the blood cholinesterase test, the urine metabolite test appears to be a viable option. However, there are currently no published studies conducted in Australia to investigate the use of the urine metabolite test by agricultural workers. 

This paper outlines a study in which the potential of farmers to conduct an informed risk assessment of OP exposure is determined and the usefulness and reliability of blood anti-cholinesterase versus urinary OP metabolite analysis is reviewed for rural workplaces. The study concentrates on orchardists and small crop farmers.
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