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Abstract

The study aimed to explore the knowledge, attitudes, and practices of women 
farmers working in tobacco production concerning the social, environmental, 
and health impacts of this economic activity. Focus groups were used in this 
qualitative study, and themes were explored until reaching saturation. The 
study was conducted in a municipality (county) in southern Brazil in 2013 
and included 64 women farmers. The discussions revealed participants’ fa-
miliarity with health problems associated with workloads in tobacco produc-
tion: green tobacco sickness, pesticide poisoning, musculoskeletal disorders, 
and others. The discussions also revealed a concern with the negative impacts 
of tobacco agriculture on the environment. They also revealed apprehension 
concerning decisions on switching to alternatives for sustainable agricultural 
production, emphasizing that on-going and systematic government support 
would be necessary for such a transition. Women farmers identified various 
factors that contribute to the persistence of tobacco farming: small holdings 
for cultivation, lack of guarantees for marketing crops, and indebtedness to 
tobacco companies. The study showed that an integrated approach is needed 
to deal with tobacco farmers’ problems, considering a balance between farm-
ers’ beliefs and government decisions. This approach, in keeping with the 
recommendations of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, 
may help strengthen policies and measures to promote health and sustainable  
local development. 
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introduction

Tobacco is grown in at least 129 countries. According to data from the Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation of the United Nations (FAO), China, Brazil, India, USA, Indonesia, and Malawi concentrated 
71% of tobacco production from 2004 to 2013, during which there was a 13% increase in global tobac-
co leaf production (FAO. http://faostat3.fao.org/download/Q/QC/E, accessed on  07/Jan/2016). 

Brazil is the largest exporter and one of the three largest tobacco leaf producers in the world 1. The 
main varieties of tobacco produced commercially in the country are Virginia, Burley, and common, 
with Virginia as the leading variety. According to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics 
(IBGE), in 2014 some 719 Brazilian municipalities (counties) had tobacco-growing areas, of which 
90% were located in the South, concentrating 97% of the country’s production (IBGE. Sistema IBGE 
de recuperação automática. http://www.sidra.ibge.gov.br/bda/agric/default.asp?z=t&o=11&i=p, 
accessed on 07/Jan/2016). 

Since tobacco agriculture poses health risks for the farming families and harm to the environ-
ment, a study was conducted in Palmeira, a tobacco-growing municipality located in Paraná State in 
the South of Brazil. In Paraná, 42% of the municipalities grow tobacco and Palmeira ranked eighth 
among the leading producers in 2013 (Instituto Paranaense de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social. 
Anuário Estatístico do Estado do Paraná, 2013. http://www.ipardes.pr.gov.br/anuario_2013/index.
html, accessed on 20/Mar/2016). At the national level, the city ranked 26th among the tobacco-grow-
ing municipalities that year (IBGE. Produção agrícola municipal. http://www.ibge.gov.br/home/esta 
tistica/economia/pam/2012/default_temp_xls.shtm, accessed on  20/Mar/2016). The family farming 
model is the basis of agricultural production in Palmeira 1. Tobacco production in Palmeira is similar 
to that in other tobacco-growing areas in southern Brazil, with the Virginia type 2,3,4, as illustrated in 
Figure 1, and includes the stages from production of seedlings to pre-classification of leaves. 

Family members involved in tobacco farming are subject to workloads that can result in illness. 
The work is done manually, requiring repetitive movements and awkward postures for long periods, 
leading to musculoskeletal disorders. Except during the curing/drying and pre-classification stages, 
all the other work is done outdoors, exposing people to the elements and risk of disease from pro-
longed solar radiation, such as skin cancer. Widespread use of pesticides from various toxicological 
classes exposes tobacco-farming families to the risk of acute and chronic poisoning. Male and female 
workers are exposed to the nicotine in the tobacco leaves, especially during harvesting, resulting in 
green tobacco sickness. These workloads and stress and strain have been documented in Brazilian 
and international studies 5,6,7,8,9. Tobacco agriculture negatively impacts the environment, causing 
deforestation, soil depletion, and contamination of the water, air, and soil, as reported by Lecours et 
al. 5, Novotny et al. 10, and Riquinho & Hennington 9.

In Brazil, the Integrated Tobacco Production System (SIPT in Portuguese) regulates relations 
between tobacco farmers and tobacco companies, through purchase and sale contracts on the harvest 3.  
Through such contracts, tobacco companies determine the work activities, supply inputs (pesticides, 
fertilizers, etc.), provide technical assistance, and control the final classification of the tobacco leaves 
for payment of the crop, among other provisions. The families’ duties include sale of the complete 
harvest to the company and compliance with legal requirements pertaining to environmental protec-
tion and health in the work.

Articles 17 and 18 of the World Health Organization Framework Convention on Tobacco Control 
(WHO-FCTC) 11 establish measures to protect human health and the environment from the harmful 
effects of tobacco agriculture and to promote economically viable alternatives in the context of sustain-
able development. The WHO-FCTC aims to protect current and future generations from the devastat-
ing health, social, environmental, and economic consequences of tobacco consumption and exposure 
to tobacco smoke 11. Given the issue’s importance, the sixth Conference of the Parties of the Frame-
work Convention (COP) in 2014, reiterating the recommendations of the fifth COP in 2012, recom-
mended measures for implementation of article 18 of the WHO-FCTC, including studies on the health 
and environment impacts of tobacco production, analysis of the principal barriers, and opportunities 
for implementation of health and environmental protection policies related to tobacco farming 12,13. 

Since family farming is historically the predominant form of agricultural production in tobacco-
growing areas in Brazil and elsewhere in the world, understanding the relationship between tobacco-
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Figure 1

tobacco production process: stages, workloads, and environmental impacts.

Sources: Carvalho 2, almeida 3, Silva 4, lecours et al. 5, Schmitt et al. 8, Riquinho & Hennington 9, Novotny et al. 10.
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farming families and tobacco farming as a form of subsistence and determinant factor for their health 
and life is essential for the implementation of policies related to articles 17 and 18 of the WHO-FCTC. 

Studies with women farmers are thus important to help understand the beliefs, attitudes, and 
practices of tobacco-farming families on the relationship between tobacco farming, the environment, 
and health, given women’s importance in guaranteeing reproduction of the family workforce, house-
hold work, care for the family, and work in all phases of tobacco farming 14. 

Studies on beliefs, attitudes, and practices are used to learn what people know, feel, and act in rela-
tion to a given subject. According to Kaliyaperumal 15, a community’s knowledge or belief expresses 
their understanding of a given subject. Attitudes are related to feelings and preconceived ideas on a 
given subject. Practices represent the way people demonstrate their knowledge and attitudes through 
actions 15. According to Kaliyaperumal 15, the grasp of levels of knowledge, attitudes, and practices on 
a given subject is useful for developing actions that are more appropriate for a community’s needs. 

Based on Kaliyaperumal’s approach, and aiming to back policies and measures to implement Article 
18 of the WHO-FCTC, the current study analyzed the beliefs, attitudes, and practices of women farmers 
on the social, environmental, and health impacts of tobacco agriculture for tobacco-farming families. 

Material and methods

This was an exploratory study using qualitative information from focus groups to explore the beliefs, 
attitudes, and practices of women tobacco farmers on the social, environmental, and health risks of 
tobacco farming. 

The choice of women farmers as study subjects was due to their role in tobacco production, 
combined with their essential role in care for the family, especially related to health. Studies have also 
shown a general trend for women to feel and express more concerns than men, and that this percep-
tion is mediated by the social context 16,17. 

The sample was purposive and included women residing in tobacco-growing areas in the select-
ed municipality. Study subjects were identified according to essential attributes to guarantee the 
sample’s homogeneity 18,19,20: adult women (≥ 18 years); farm work as their principal or secondary 
occupation; and participation in an least one cycle of tobacco growing. To understand possible inter-
nal differences, other attributes were used to comprise the sample: (a) individual: age bracket, role in 
family arrangement; and (b) farm production: farm property used exclusively for growing tobacco 
versus crop diversification; families that hired versus did not hire farm labor; and size of the area 
used for tobacco cultivation. The original plan was to only recruit women that were participating in 
tobacco-growing at the time of the survey, but at the suggestion of the local Farm Workers’ Union, we 
also included retired women due to their experience and contacts and because they still participated 
in the tobacco-farming context, in some cases as community leaders.

The study included 64 women residing in 14 tobacco-growing areas, representing 60% of such 
areas in Palmeira, Paraná State. The principal characteristics were age 21 to 71 years (mean = 44) and 
education ranging from incomplete primary (47.8%) to complete university (1.4%). Farming was the 
primary occupation of 89.1% of participants, while 6.3% were retired and the others had some other 
primary occupation. Farming was the principal source of income for the participants’ families, with 
tobacco-growing on 91.8% of the properties.

Many exploratory studies have adopted the focus group technique, since it allows knowledge 
on the opinions, beliefs, attitudes, and practices of persons with common characteristics on a given 
theme, through their interaction in discussion groups 19,20. The technique was used in a study in a 
rural community to measure risk perception related to pesticide use 21. Focus groups have proven 
adequate when the study subjects are in a situation of vulnerability, since the group format provides 
security through its collective approach 22. Considering the context of tobacco farming in which per-
sons may fear participating in such studies due to pressure by tobacco companies 3, this technique was 
considered appropriate for the current study. In order to avoid potential refusals to participate and to 
allow the discussions to flow freely, we opted not to record the focus group sessions.

A total of five groups were held in the first half of 2013, based on the saturation criterion 20. Par-
ticipants were identified according to the selection attributes and invited by the team of community 
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health workers from the Municipal Health Secretariat and the Rural Workers’ Union. Meetings were 
held in different rural locations in Palmeira in order to facilitate access by participants. The number 
of participants in the focus groups varied from 5 to 16 women, not counting the group with the least 
participants, held at a difficult-to-reach location on a rainy day; the other groups averaged 14 par-
ticipants. Each focus group had two people from the research team that moderated and observed the 
groups, plus a community health worker that assisted the group. Observation consisted of analyzing 
the group and conducting the discussion and concentrated on grasping the participants’ reactions and 
developing a report of key events such as possible contradictions and tense moments.

The discussion was based on trigger questions prepared according to the analytical perspectives of 
the DPSEEA model (Driving force, Pressure, State, Exposure, Effect, Action) proposed by the World 
Health Organization 23. This data matrix allows framing problems based on the local reality, foster-
ing an understanding of interrelations between distal and proximal factors that determine health 
effects on populations 24,25. During the discussion, participants were asked to write their opinions 
on the question being debated; whoever experienced difficulty was assisted by the community health 
worker. The continuous written record of the discussion kept the ideas accessible to participants and 
avoiding losing their contributions. At the end of each discussion, each group produced a data matrix, 
validated by the participants, a summary of the discussion, reflecting the life scenario of tobacco-
farming families based on the participants’ experiences in tobacco farming.

Data analysis used the data matrices built by each group, observation reports, data from question-
naires on social and demographic characteristics and tobacco production, and the results of field vis-
its. The material was used to elucidate the context of tobacco farming based on the participants’ own 
experiences, considering the internal contradictions that permeated the discussions 26. After reading 
the material, a classification was performed in categories that described the context of tobacco grow-
ing for the tobacco-farming families. The analytical categories identified were: relationship between 
tobacco farming and impacts on health and the environment, relationship between tobacco farming 
and mode of subsistence, and relationship between tobacco farming and future prospects. The data 
were interpreted by members of the research team with different academic backgrounds and who 
worked in the field activities. A seminar to present the study’s results to the community and local 
government was held in the municipality in September 2013, when participants and local community 
leaders confirmed that the results reflected their experiences.

The fact that the focus groups were not recorded may have been a limitation to the study. Still, 
we attempted to minimize the effects during the discussion dynamic by building the data matrix and 
group observation reports. 

All women farmers that agreed to participate in the study were informed of its objectives and 
signed a free and informed consent form, besides completing a questionnaire on social and demo-
graphic characteristics and tobacco agriculture.

The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the Sergio Arouca National School 
of Public Health, Oswaldo Cruz Foundation, on September 4, 2012 (case review 89,452).

results and discussion

The focus group discussions transpired pleasantly and with extensive participation by the study 
subjects. Figure 2 shows the consolidated data matrix with the summary of factors related to tobacco 
farming and reported by participants as determinants of health for the tobacco-farming families.

tobacco farming and impacts on health and the environment

In Palmeira, given the shortage of hired labor or the inability of tobacco-farming families to cover 
this expense, tobacco growing relies almost exclusively on the family’s own workforce, including 
adolescents and elders. This situation underscores participants’ reports of the workloads and stress 
and strain suffered while performing these activities.

Since all stages of the manual labor require awkward postures (squatting, stooping), lifting heavy 
weights and/or intense physical effort, especially during harvest, loading/unloading in the tobacco 
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curing shed, and baling, the women farmers emphasized that work in all these stages causes upper 
and lower back and leg pain, eventually leading to musculoskeletal disorders. The women reported 
that the type of work and methods and production targets specified in the contract involve prolonged 
workdays and intense work for the family. In this context, they stated that “some days we have to work 
around the clock” and that “women suffer the most”, since they take care of the family besides doing the farm 
work. Concerning the continuity of the process, harvest after harvest, they said, “by the time the classifica-
tion is over, you’re already preparing the firewood for the next crop”. 

Similar to the information from our study, a study with men and women farmers in Santa Cruz do 
Sul, Rio Grande do Sul State, Brazil, showed significant rates of complaints concerning lumbar, cervical, 
shoulder, and thigh pain related to the conditions and organization of labor in tobacco farming 27. Anoth-
er study, in São Lourenço do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul State, found an association between chronic lower 
back pain and activities that require heavy physical effort and awkward postures in tobacco farming 28.

Green tobacco sickness (GTS) was reported consistently as a common health problem during 
tobacco harvesting, manifested as dizziness, headache, nausea, vomiting, fatigue, and abdominal 
pain. Participants reported that during harvest the workers are exposed to high nicotine levels. They 
believe that “one day of picking tobacco is equivalent to smoking 60 cigarettes”. This exposure appears in the 
body: “my kid got the jitters on account of the green tobacco leaves” or they say they work on the harvest one 
day and rest the next to recover from the nicotine poisoning. 

GTS is acute poisoning triggered by transdermal absorption of nicotine from green tobacco 
leaves, the acute symptoms of which are nausea, vomiting, fatigue, dizziness, headache, insomnia, 
and loss of appetite. According to McBride et al. 29 and Riquinho & Hennington 9, this work-related 
disease has been documented internationally since 1970. In Brazil, epidemiological studies in São 
Lourenço do Sul (2011) 30 and Candelária, Rio Grande do Sul State (2009) 31, and Arapiraca, Alagoas 
State (2007) 32, showed that tobacco workers presented the same symptoms as in participants in our 
study during harvest season. A qualitative study by Riquinho & Hennington 6 in Rio Grande do Sul 
State, based on life and work histories, showed signs and symptoms of GTS in tobacco-farming fami-
lies 6, corroborating the current study, revealing people’s clear perception of the potential of tobacco 
growing to damage their health.

Some mental and behavioral disorders such as anxiety disorder, sleep disorder, reactions to stress, 
and depressive episodes were identified in the stress and strain of tobacco-farming families due to the 
work conditions and organization and contractual relations with the tobacco companies. The tobacco 
curing and drying stage requires uninterrupted work for long waking periods, leading to cases of 
sleep disorder and contributing to the exacerbation of reactions to stress and anxiety. “Sometimes 
you get some ugly tobacco and it makes you all nervous”, said the women farmers about the family’s high 
levels of anxiety, all the way from harvest through the crop’s sale, given the uncertainty concerning 
the crop’s final classification. Depressive episodes were also associated with this period. And these 
problems require better diagnostic investigation: according to the participants, “the doctors don’t go to 
great lengths to investigate depression. Sometimes they just give you medication for the depression and don’t inquire 
about the cause”.

The tobacco leaves’ final classification is a nervous time for the families, since it determines the 
crop’s value. This stage is complex and technical, since Virginia tobacco has 48 different classes and 
serves as an instrument for control and manipulation by the sponsoring companies (the contracts 
stipulate that families have to reimburse the companies for advance payments during cultivation and 
cover the crop’s transportation cost from the farm property to the company in case the family dis-
agrees with the final classification) 3. Due to this context of economic dependency, the farm families 
work exclusively on the tobacco crop, even more intensely during the harvest and curing, with high 
expectations and concern with the crop’s success. The psychological distress of men and women 
tobacco farmers was shown in a study in Santa Cruz do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul State, when they 
reported symptoms of tension, fearful expectation, excessive concern, motor restlessness, and physi-
cal sensations, which they related to the work organization in tobacco farming and the fear of suffer-
ing a setback with the crop due to bad weather and the threat of the leaves’ low final classification 33. 

The women identified a clear, direct association between health problems and pesticide use in 
tobacco growing, reporting nonspecific symptoms (such as malaise, headache, dizziness, nervous-
ness, impatience, sleep problems, and stomach ache) all the way to well-defined diseases (dermatoses, 
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Figure 2

Summary data matrix from the focal group discussions.

Note: participants associated pesticide exposure with possible future cancer cases, muscle weakness in the lower limbs, and muscle pain.
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depression) resulting from pesticide poisoning. And while acknowledging the potential of these 
products to cause long-term harm, including cancer, they voiced their concern in the following terms: 
“so far no problems have appeared from the poison, but who knows in the future”. Some women initially down-
played the potential harm from the pesticides, claiming that the pesticides used on other farm crops 
were more damaging to health. Still, during the discussions, as they recalled cases of poisoning in the 
family or neighbors after applying pesticides, they appeared to reflect and agree that exposure to these 
products posed a real health risk in tobacco farming. 

Although only a few studies have identified the association between damage to health and pes-
ticide use in tobacco growing, they support the current study’s findings by showing the exposure of 
men and women farmers to a wide variety of pesticides during tobacco growing and symptoms result-
ing from such exposure, as shown by Riquinho & Hennington 9 and Lecours 34. Some participants’ 
uncertainties about pesticides’ harmful effects were also observed by Almeida et al. 35, who assessed 
men and women farmers’ perceptions in Ivaí, Paraná State, concerning the health risks from handling 
pesticides in tobacco farming and showed that they could not identify the symptoms of pesticide 
poisoning, even though they experienced them. Voicing this possible lack of knowledge or underes-
timation of the pesticides’ potential harms may represent a risk denial strategy that allows them to 
continue to work under such hazardous conditions, as discussed by Dejours 36.  

As for environmental impacts, the women focused their attention on contamination with the pesti-
cides: “you’re more concerned about the poison’s container, but the poison we spray goes into the ground, into the 
air”. The women did not mention other environmental problems known to be associated with tobacco 
farming, such as deforestation and soil depletion 5,9,10. Their concern over disposing with the pesticide 
container is likely associated with specific programs for collecting the empty containers by the tobacco 
companies, linked to compliance with the environmental legislation as stipulated in the contracts.

tobacco farming and subsistence mode

Since it began in Palmeira in 1960, tobacco farming became one of the main economic activities in 
the municipality. In 2013, approximately 1,300 families (40% of the rural population) worked in com-
mercial tobacco production. In Palmeira, tobacco is grown by families on small holdings, where they 
also grow other crops and raise small livestock for subsistence. 

Family income is guaranteed by the tobacco leaf purchase-and-sale contracts with nine tobacco 
companies operating in the municipality. The Integrated Tobacco Production System (SIPT) is con-
sidered a step forward, since it provides a guaranteed market for the crop. Companies operating in 
Palmeira attempt to guarantee benefits for tobacco-farming families, such as training through the 
National Service for Rural Learning and assistance in acquiring computers at discount prices as a way 
of positively reinforcing the companies’ image and business credibility.

The presence of the Brazilian Association of Tobacco Farmers (Afubra) in the municipality, to 
which 91% of the tobacco-farming families belong, also corroborates the favorable aspects for tobacco 
production in the area, based on such advantages as hail insurance for the crop, fire and storm insur-
ance for the drying sheds, and funeral assistance. 

In this context, participants said that “tobacco drives us down the hole, but we need it anyway”, showing 
that despite their perception of the harms of tobacco farming, they consider it a viable alternative for 
subsistence. The positive characteristics they cited for continuing to grow tobacco were the crop’s 
guaranteed market, ensuring the family’s income, tobacco’s profitability compared to other crops 
produced on smallholdings, and the technical and financial support during cultivation through the 
contracts between the families and tobacco companies. The lack of alternatives to tobacco growing, 
lack of farm credit for tobacco growers, and indebtedness to tobacco companies were cited as reasons 
for sticking to this crop.

Participants hesitated when discussing other alternatives for generating income, capable of chang-
ing their living conditions. In relation to another farming activity, they reported that “production of food 
crops is only for big farmers, while smallholders are left with tobacco”, since “a hectare of tobacco guarantees your 
survival, while other crops with the same amount of land don’t guarantee survival [referring to the area available 
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on the property]”. Still, they express their wish to switch from tobacco to other crops or other alter-
natives for generating income, as long as with government support: “Diversification really is necessary. 
If people had alternatives with the same quality of life, they’d stop planting [tobacco]”. These quotes illustrate 
the lack of government action, especially agricultural extension services, to establish a dialogue for 
demystifying practices that block crop diversification. They also seem to reflect tobacco companies’ 
arguments that a switch to other crops would mean a reduction in existing socioeconomic standards 37.  
Since 2005, Brazil has had a National Program for the Diversification of Tobacco-Growing Areas 
that proposes to support projects for the promotion of diversification strategies on tobacco-growing 
properties, creating opportunities for income generation and quality of life for the families. However, 
the program still lacks sufficient institutional investment to expand its reach among tobacco-farming 
families 12,38.

In the municipality of Palmeira, few real initiatives have been developed for crop diversification 
on current tobacco-growing areas. The municipal government launched Projeto Uva (“Project Grape”) 
for the production of wine grapes, but it has had a limited impact on tobacco-farming families. The 
state government, through its rural extension service, took limited measures to draft projects and 
orient the families. Government measures have been limited and have failed to reach more families 
due to the lack of trained staff, the need for more funding, and the large number of tobacco-farming 
families in the municipality. 

In this context of strong industry influence and weak government support, the integrated tobacco 
production system prevails, strengthening ties of economic interdependence between farm fami-
lies and tobacco companies 38, leading the families to accept the risks imposed by tobacco farming. 
Although aware of the risks involved in tobacco production, due to their interests in subsistence, 
families highlight the benefits of tobacco farming, especially the guaranteed market for their crop, 
overriding its consequences 39. 

tobacco farming and future prospects 

Participants’ future expectations are somewhat discouraging, since they fail to glimpse a change to 
other forms of income generation in the medium and long term. In addition to the factors discussed 
above, they emphasized that youth’s exodus to the cities has contributed to the rural population’s 
aging. As the women said, “the countryside is going to disappear, because girls don’t want this life”. Accord-
ing to the women, in order to protect the family from the harms of tobacco farming and foster new 
opportunities, they decide to allow their young children to leave the farm in search of new opportuni-
ties. This situation was identified by Kummer & Colognese 40, who pointed to the rural exodus, saying 
that lack of access to an effective income discourages youth, especially girls, from continuing to farm. 

The local Rural Workers’ Union has made efforts since it was founded in 1985 to expand its agen-
da to struggle for better conditions and allow farmers to stay in the countryside, especially favoring 
youth and women. The objectives of the Municipal Secretariat for Rural Development and the Envi-
ronment also include promotion and participation in measures to retain farmers in the countryside. 
Still, the measures taken thus far have not had a positive impact on the study subjects, to the point of 
significantly changing their reality.

In general, tobacco-farming families in Palmeira are involved in a crop production process medi-
ated by an integrated system that both ties them to dependence on the tobacco companies and 
leaves them in a comfortable situation of guaranteeing the crop’s sale, even while contributing to 
health problems during production. This well-articulated system, combined with limited government 
action, tends to hinder any feelings of hope among tobacco-farming families for adopting sustainable 
and healthy subsistence alternatives. 
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Conclusion

Although this was an exploratory and localized study, it showed that women farmers have a clear 
understanding of the workloads that tobacco growers are exposed to during crop production and 
how the process affects them physically and psychologically. The study also evidenced the partici-
pants’ awareness of tobacco farming’s complexity in its historical, economic, social, and environmen-
tal aspects, as determinant factors in their lives. 

To guarantee better living conditions for tobacco-farming families requires organizing health 
services to manage the health problems related to tobacco farming, struggling against human rights 
violations, including child labor, mechanisms to allow youth to remain in the countryside, and soli-
darity and sustainable forms of organization of social life.

Men and women farmers’ understanding of the harm resulting from the tobacco production 
process and of the other factors (social, political, and economic) for dealing with the situation should 
be used to orient participatory and emancipatory action by government. Dialogue between tobacco-
farming families and professionals from various public sectors (health, environment, agriculture, and 
social and economic development) can be effective to offset interference by industry. 

The study shows the need for an integrated approach, linking scientific and empirical knowledge, 
diverse fields, and distinct sectors to deal with the tobacco-farming families’ problems, considering a 
balance between their beliefs, attitudes, and practices and policy decisions by different sectors. This 
integrated approach, in keeping with WHO-FCTC guidelines, can result in strengthening policies and 
actions to promote health and sustainable local development.
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resumo

O estudo objetivou compreender os conhecimentos, 
atitudes e práticas de agricultoras que trabalham 
no processo de produção do tabaco sobre os impac-
tos sociais, ambientais e à saúde, decorrentes desta 
atividade econômica. Nesta pesquisa qualitativa, a 
técnica de grupos focais foi empregada e os temas 
foram explorados até a saturação. O estudo foi 
realizado em um município da Região Sul do Bra-
sil, em 2013, e contou com 64 agricultoras. As dis-
cussões mostraram que as participantes conhecem 
os agravos à saúde associados às cargas de traba-
lho presentes no processo de produção do fumo, co-
mo: doença da folha verde do tabaco, intoxicação 
por agrotóxicos, distúrbios osteoarticulares, entre 
outros. Igualmente, evidenciou a preocupação com 
os impactos negativos da fumicultura sobre o am-
biente. Contudo, demonstraram apreensão frente à 
tomada de decisões a favor da mudança para outra 
alternativa de produção sustentável, enfatizando 
que sem apoio continuado e sistemático do poder 
público não há garantias para o enfrentamento da 
situação. Sob esse aspecto, elencaram um conjunto 
de fatores que contribuem para a permanência na 
fumicultura, como: pequenas áreas para cultivo, 
falta de garantia de mercado para o escoamento 
de produção, endividamento com as indústrias fu-
mageiras. A pesquisa mostrou que uma abordagem 
integradora é necessária para enfrentar os pro-
blemas dos produtores de tabaco, considerando-se 
um equilíbrio entre as crenças dos agricultores e 
decisões políticas. Essa abordagem, em consonân-
cia com as recomendações da Convenção-Quadro 
para o Controle do Tabaco da OMS, pode resultar 
no fortalecimento de políticas e ações para promo-
ver a saúde e o desenvolvimento sustentável local. 

Tabaco; Agricultura; Saúde da População Rural; 
Saúde Ambiental; Condições de Vida 

resumen

El objetivo del estudio fue comprender los conoci-
mientos, actitudes y prácticas de agricultoras, que 
trabajan en el proceso de producción del tabaco, 
así como sus impactos sociales, ambientales y a la 
salud, derivados de esta actividad económica. En 
esta investigación cualitativa, se empleó la técni-
ca de grupos focales y los temas se exploraron a 
fondo. El estudio se realizó en un municipio de la 
región sur de Brasil, en 2013, y contó con 64 agri-
cultoras. Las discusiones mostraron que las parti-
cipantes conocen los problemas de salud asociados 
a las cargas de trabajo presentes en el proceso de 
producción del tabaco, como: la enfermedad del 
tabaco verde, la intoxicación por pesticidas, enfer-
medades osteoarticulares, entre otras. Igualmente, 
se evidenció la preocupación por los impactos ne-
gativos del cultivo del tabaco sobre el medioam-
biente. No obstante, demostraron aprehensión 
frente a la toma de decisiones a favor del cambio 
hacia otra alternativa de producción sostenible, 
enfatizando que sin el apoyo continuado y siste-
mático del poder público no existen garantías para 
hacer frente a esta situación. Desde esta perspec-
tiva, expresaron un conjunto de factores que con-
tribuyen a su continuidad en el cultivo del tabaco, 
como: pequeñas áreas para el cultivo, falta de ga-
rantía del mercado para la salida de la producción, 
endeudamiento con las industrias del tabaco. La 
investigación mostró que es necesario un enfoque 
integrador para enfrentar los problemas de los 
productores del tabaco, considerándose un equi-
librio entre las creencias de los agricultores y las 
decisiones políticas. Este enfoque, en consonancia 
con las recomendaciones del Convenio Marco para 
el Control del Tabaco de la OMS , puede resultar 
en el fortalecimiento de políticas y acciones para 
promover la salud y el desarrollo sostenible local. 

Tabaco; Agricultura; Salud Rural;  
Salud Ambiental; Condiciones Sociales 
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