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 The Gardener's Health 
 

Before we start: Gardening is good for your health! 
Object here is to be aware of but don't dwell on potential dangers. 
 
I. Heed your head 
A. Airway -- irritants and allergens 
 1. Be aware: not just plant pollens but peat, potting soils vermiculite, sludge 

products, mulches "organic dust", fungicides. 
Reading:  
 Organic Dust Toxic Syndrome 
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/youth/agriculture/organicdust.html 
 Concerns Over Fertilizer from Sewage Sludge. 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2018-
11/documents/_epaoig_20181115-19-p-0002.pdf   and 
http://home.eng.iastate.edu/~jea/w3-class/456/article/milorganite.html 

 
 2. Precautions: Avoid contact with or heavy use of irritating materials in 

closed areas or still air, avoid working with dry materials more easily inhaled, 
keep materials from becoming airborne, wear protective clothing.  
Reading: 
 EPA’s Vermiculite Alert 
https://www.epa.gov/asbestos/i-useused-vermiculite-enhance-my-potting-
soil-should-i-be-concerned 
 Sinus irritation and headaches from heat/cold?  
  From a/c to sizzling heat outside not normally harmful per Thomas  
  Adams, a physiologist at MSU.  
  Frederick H. Rohles also an expert (former director of Kansas State  
  University Institute for Environmental Health; author of  
  "Guidelines for Surviving Heat and Cold") studied the heat/cool  
  cycle, people going from 60 to 90°F and back again -- no ill effects.  
  But otolaryngologist Dr. James Hartman at Washington University  
  School of Medicine says heat OR cold may stress the nose (runny,  
  infection...) Warm air causes increase blood flow to skin -  
  temporary dizziness/fatigue/lightheadedness. We have 3 to 5  
  million sweat glands, can have bursts of sweating up to 3 quarts per  
  hour, with 12 quarts per 24 hours if exercising in heat. Humidity  
  short-circuits skin’s ability to cool, since evaporation stops. 

 
B. Eye injuries 
 1. Be aware of dangers from: 
  • Branches (while pruning, working around woody plants) 
  • Objects thrown by machinery 
  • Overexposure to the sun. 

https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/15763-photokeratitis 
 
 

https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/youth/agriculture/organicdust.html
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2018-11/documents/_epaoig_20181115-19-p-0002.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2018-11/documents/_epaoig_20181115-19-p-0002.pdf
http://home.eng.iastate.edu/~jea/w3-class/456/article/milorganite.html
https://www.epa.gov/asbestos/i-useused-vermiculite-enhance-my-potting-soil-should-i-be-concerned
https://www.epa.gov/asbestos/i-useused-vermiculite-enhance-my-potting-soil-should-i-be-concerned
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/15763-photokeratitis
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 2. Precautions against eye injury: 
  • Wear safety glasses or goggles when appropriate 
  • Use sunglasses 
  • Make others aware of potential for injury as you work together 
 
C. Hearing loss 
 1. Some of what we do is very noisy 
  • Can you rank these items from loudest to  quietest? 

   auto horn, rustling leaves, jet takeoff, lawn mower, thunderclap,  
  chainsaw, freight train, jack hammer, vacuum cleaner.  
 Reading, page 6: "dB Levels and Effects." 

 2. Noises can cause short term or long term hearing loss.  
 Reading, page 7: "OSHA Noise Exposure Standards." 

 3. Precautions: Legislative, technological, personal. Support these efforts.  
 Reading, page 8: "Noise Article Highlights." 
 

II. Save your skin 
A. Phytodermatitis 
 1. Defined: irritation of skin caused by plant.  

 Reading: Webinar or notetaking guide, Gardening and Allergies 
 2. Irritating plants. Make a list of troublemakers you grow and avoidance: 
  _____________ causes ____________; avoid it by ____________ 
 
  _____________ causes ____________; avoid it by ____________ 
 
  _____________ causes ____________; avoid it by ____________ 
 
 3.. Don't confuse plants poisonous by ingestion and those causing skin rash. 
  Examples of plants poisonous by ingestion: 

  Monkshood (Aconitum species), Digitalis species, nightshade (Solanum 
 species), pokeweed (Phytolacca americana), yew (Taxus species) 

 
Reading:  

Page 9: How to Avoid Poison Ivy 
Prick of a Rose Thorn 
https://www.cdc.gov/fungal/diseases/sporotrichosis/index.html 
Page 10: Example info in "AMA Handbook of Poisonous and Injurious Plants" 

 
B. Chemical exposure.  

Reading, pages 12-13: "Protect Yourself from Pesticides"  
Carcinogenic (cancer causing) or mutagenic (gene mutating) 
2/3 of chemicals tested so far have caused or promoted tumors in rats, and 50,000 
synthetic chemicals remain untested 
1. When does exposure occur? Using pesticides, fertilizers, herbicides.  

  Mixing such products is most dangerous time. 
 
 

https://www.cdc.gov/fungal/diseases/sporotrichosis/index.html
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 2. Precautions against chemical exposure: 
  • Wear proper gloves, chemical resistant not just latex 
   Reading: "Gloves and Horticultural Chemicals" 
  • Cover your skin: water-repellent fabric, starched cotton or  

  cotton-polyester (starch traps chemicals, keeps them from skin,  
  can then be washed out), tightly woven vs. loose-weave fabrics, hat 

  • Mix in well-ventilated area 
 • Keep hose always at hand 

  • Don't smoke in or bring flame into mixing area 
  • Do not store pesticides indoors. 
  • Spray downwind. Work on calm days only. 
  • Wash clothing and equipment well 
 
C. Sunburn and Heat 
 1. Take sunburn precautions 
 2. Be aware of cancer risk 
  National Cancer Institute estimates one serious sunburn can increase your  

 risk of skin cancer by as much as 50% 
 3. Learn to recognize and prevent heat exhaustion and heat stroke 
  • Recognize symptoms. 

https://www.cdc.gov/disasters/extremeheat/warning.html 
   Heat exhaustion signs: Hot and/or cold flashes, clammy skin,  

  disorientation, headaches, loss of physical control, poor  
  coordination. Get out of heat, drink, elevate legs.  
  Heat stroke - previous symptoms plus dry skin - get to hospital 
 • Take precautions: be aware of shade patterns, work in shade at midday  
  on hottest days, drink water every 20 minutes. 

   You need more water if you drink coffee or alcohol. 
  Pop and sugary fruit drinks don't count. 
  Drinking during exercise won't cause cramps (myth). 
  Cold water is best because it's more easily absorbed  

 
D. Infections.  

Reading, page 15: "Stay Out of the ER", item "Keeping it Clean" 
 1. Be aware of mycobacterium in soil and compost and on plants 
 2. Precautions: wear gloves, change gloves when wet or too dirty,  

 clean wounds immediately with peroxide 
E. Exposure -- wind, cold, dehydration 
 1. Be aware we're exposed. Exposure can mean insensitivity to other problems. 
 2. Precautions: Warm clothing in layers, cover your head, drink water 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.cdc.gov/disasters/extremeheat/warning.html
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III. Advocate for your arms and hands 
A. Muscle strain and sprain 
 1. Swelling and pain are not normal consequences of gardening! 
 2. Precautions and remedies: don't over-do, pace yourself, ergonomic tools.  

 Cushioned grips 
 Thumb rests 
 Ratchet pruners and loppers 
 Angled handles 
 Lightweight hand tools 
 Category in catalogs: Ergonomic toolss 

 
B. Repetitive motion injury 
 1. Carpal tunnel injury, symptoms (tingling in fingers, loss of strength) 
  Reading, pages 16-18: "Horticulture or Hurticulture?" 
 2. Precautions: recognize and maintain wrist and thumb neutral positions; 

change tasks frequently, use ergonomic tools.  
Reading, page 19: "Plants and Your Health: Caring for Your Carpus" 
 
3. Raynaud’s syndrome, “vibration white finger” 

 
C. Tendonitis, arthritis 
 1. Pre-existing or coincidental problems 
 2. Precautions taken for other concerns can make working with arthritis or 

tendonitis more comfortable: Ergonomically designed tools, avoiding work in 
the wet / cold, etc. 

 
IV. Protect your back 
A. Stay in good shape overall 
 1. Abdominal muscles are key to preventing backache. Exercise them! 
 2. Stretching exercises before and after gardening 
  Reading, pages 20-21: "Stretching" 
 
B. Lift properly 
 1. Don't lift what you don't have to -- use carts, slings, and teams! 
 2. Lift with legs, not back and arms.  

 Reading, page 22: "USPS: Proper Lifting" 
 3. Remember that putting something down is as dangerous as picking it up. 

4. Back belts may be detrimental, fool you into lifting too much or cause  
 some atrophy of supporting muscles  
 

 
V. Legs, feet, knees 
A. Danger of mechanical injury 
 1. Dropped stones, errant wheels and other heavy items. 
 2. Spades and forks in action; bow rakes and weeders lying teeth up. 
 3. Turned ankles. 
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B. Precaution: Well fitted, high top boots. Steel toes and shanks good for some 
work but not essential for most and can be bothersome for some. 

 
C. Knees on cold, damp ground? Knee pads! 
 
D. Fungus infections under nails 
 
VI. Environmental issues 
A. Lightning 
 1. 90 people are killed by lightning each year in U.S. Michigan is the second 

highest State even though other States do have more thunderstorms. 
 2. Most deaths from strikes occur in open fields. 
 3. Lightning can strike several miles from parent cloud so don't wait until 

storm is on top of you. 
 Bolt is 50,000 degrees F, 6" to 12" wide 
 If less than 15 seconds between sound and stroke, take cover; get away  
  from metal trailers, machinery, open water, metal fences. Get into  
  enclosed vehicle.  
 If hair stands on end or skin tingles, crouch into ball - lightning strike is  
  imminent, make yourself small! 

 
C. Deer ticks 
 1. Lyme disease and HGE (human granulocytic ehrlichiosis).  

 Both require rapid treatment 
 With HGE no warning rash as with Lyme, just terrible flu-like symptoms
 Reading: 

  https://www.michigan.gov/emergingdiseases/0,4579,7-186-76711_77928---
,00.html 

 2. Precautions: In deer-inhabited areas, wear light colored long sleeves and 
pants, tucked in. Check clothing for presence of ticks. 

Reading: 
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/emergingdiseases/Tick_Bite_Prevent
ion_432367_7.pdf 

 
VII. Gardening is still good for your health! 
A. Be aware of but don't dwell on potential dangers. 
B. Gardening gives us: 
 1. Greater strength and flexibility 
 2. Increased cardiovascular fitness 
 3. Stress reduction 
 4. Better overall health: we stretch and exercise, using 340 calories per hour 

for a 150 pound person. Same as one hour of low impact aerobics!  
Reading, page 23: Energy Expended in gardening 

 
 
 
 

https://www.michigan.gov/emergingdiseases/0,4579,7-186-76711_77928---,00.html
https://www.michigan.gov/emergingdiseases/0,4579,7-186-76711_77928---,00.html
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/emergingdiseases/Tick_Bite_Prevention_432367_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/emergingdiseases/Tick_Bite_Prevention_432367_7.pdf
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dB Levels and Effects 
dB Produced by: Effect is: 
150 jet takeoff from 25M eardrum rupture 
 
140 aircraft carrier deck turn earphone protection to "high" 
 
130 jet takeoff from 100M "       "                     " 
 
120 thunderclap, chainsaw human pain 
  live rock music 
 
110 steel mill, auto riveting human pain 

 auto horn from 1M 
 
100 jet takeoff from 305M, outboard serious hearing damage (8 hours) 

 motor, power lawn mower, 
 farm tractor, jack hammer 
 garbage truck 

 
90 busy city street, diesel truck, hearing damage (8 hours) 

 food blender 
 
80 garbage disposal, dishwasher possible damage 

 average factory, freight train at 5M 
 
70 freeway traffic at 15M,  annoying 

 vacuum cleaner 
 
60 restaurant conversation, annoying 

 office background music 
 
50 quiet suburb, home conversation quiet 
 
40 library quiet 
 
30 quiet rural area quiet 
 
20 whisper, rustling leaves very quiet 
 
10 breathing 
 
0   threshold of human hearing 
 
from Noise Pollution Clearinghouse   www.nonoise.org 
purpose of organization to provide information, raise awareness, strengthen laws 

and support activists 
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OSHA Noise Exposure Standards 
Monitor for noise at or above 85 dB* 
Use ear protection when sound levels exceed: 
over 90 dB for 8 hours/day 
over 92 dB for 6 hours/day 
over 95 dB for 4 hours/day 
over 97 dB for 3 hours/day 
over 100 dB for 2 hours/day 
over 102 dB for 1-1/2 hours/day 
over 105 dB for 1 hour/day 
over 110 dB for 1/2 hour/day 
over 115 dB for 1/4 hour/day or less 
 
*Decibels (dB) scale is logarithmic 
 
Lower frequency sounds are more harmful than higher frequency sounds 

(measured in cycles per second). Example: 105 dB at 100 cycles/second is on 
the same level for potential harm as 130 or more dB at 8,000 cycles/second 

 
OSHA 3074 "Hearing Conservation" establishes: 
• Noise exposure can cause hearing loss and other effects (disorientation and 

stress syndromes) 
• Noise level (dB) and duration are factors 
 - If short-term exposure, hearing loss is usually short term 
 - with longer exposure, hearing loss gradually becomes permanent 
• To test for damage 
 - start with baseline audiogram (measures sharpness/acuity) 
 - Test annually to compare 
 - Look for standard threshold shift averaging 10dB or more in either ear at 

2,000, 3,000 or 4,000 Hertz 
• Average sound exposure must be calculated if various noise levels exist for 

varying amounts of time 
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Highlights of Noise Articles: 
"Pro" Magazine (Professional Landscapers) Sept-Oct. 1997 notes: 
• 95% of respondents are not bothered by lawn mower noise 
• Some community restrictions now exist for noise reduction by: 
 - Time, such as not after 7 p.m., before 8 a.m. or on Sunday unless a certain 

number of rain days have preceded the date 
 - Amount, such as no more than two mowers per property 
 
"Horticulture" magazine (from late 1997 or early 1998) 
In Los Angeles, leaf blowers are banned within 500 feet of a residence. About 42 

other California towns are considering similar restrictions. 
Leaf blowers: at 10 feet, most exceed 65-70 dB. If operated at less than full speed, 

noise can be reduced. 
 
From various lawn equipment manufacturers press releases: 
Blower specifications in catalogs now sometimes include "50% quieter - 65 dB at 

wide-open throttle" or "Patent-pending sound attenuation technology." 
Owens-Corning now markets a pad and shell noise reduction kit for washers and 

dryers 
 
Landscape design facts: 
A tree-shrub noise buffer can reduce road noise up to 10 dB, a 50% reduction. 

Such a buffer is 20 to 50 feet deep, beginning 20 to 50 feet from the center of 
the road, consisting of dense evergreens 6-8 feet tall closest to the road, 15' 
shrubs next. The length of the buffer is twice that of the distance between the 
street and the home. 
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From John L. Palmer, 76 Elmer Road, S. Weymouth, MA 02190-1202  
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AMA 
Handbook 

of Poisonous 
and 

Dangerous 
Plants 
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List of Common Skin-Irritating Plants and Precautions 
Poison ivy causes an itchy rash. Avoid it by learning to recognize it and eliminate 

it from areas your frequent; cover all exposed skin while near it, work around 
it only when air is quite cool, wear protectant creams, wash thoroughly 
immediately after suspected contact 

Junipers cause a rash on many people. Wear long sleeves while trimming. 
Thorny plants may cause fungus infections where thorns puncture or scratch 

skin. Rose, hawthorn, barberry, grapeholly. Wear heavy or double gloves. 
Rue (Ruta graveolens) and its relatives (gas plant, citrus trees) can cause a 

burning rash. Avoid getting oil from leaves on skin and then staying in the 
sun. 

Euphorbia species' sap causes an irritation or phytophotodermatitis. Avoid 
contact with the sap. 

Iris, hyacinth and daffodil sap and juices from bulbs can cause a skin rash. Avoid 
contact with the sap; don't touch cut bulbs with bare skin. 

Stinging nettle raises painful welts. Learn to recognize and avoid contact. 
 
Perhaps the best precaution: Don't grow irritating plants. There are so many 

other, safer plants to grow! 
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From "Nursery Management and Production" magazine, July 1995 
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Stretching 
1. Overall stretch. Lie on back, arms at sides, palms up and legs out straight. Do 

the following all together and hold for several seconds:  
 • Bend feet up toward knees.  
 • Press knees down and try to flatten the hollow in your back. 
 • Press out the curve in the back of your neck. 
 • Pull shoulder blades together. 

2. Stretch legs. Stand, place palms against wall at chest height. Move one foot 
back from the other by a short step. Stretch by pushing back heel down. 

3. Stretch shoulders, arms, back. Stand with fingertips on shoulders and elbows 
spread wide. Rotate elbows. 

4. Stretch from the waist. Stand with arms straight up over head. Fingers up, 
thumbs flat. Stretch to the left, then up, then to the right. 

5. Stretch arms and back. Stand with back against wall. Spread arms wide and flat 
against wall. Move arms up along wall until hands touch over your head, while 
trying to keep your back as flat as possible against the wall. 
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