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 Brief background on migrant farm workers in Canada/ Ontario 

  Brief background on OHCOW’s Migrant Farm Worker Program 

 Introduction to eye health conditions affecting farm workers: 
Review of our clinical findings and literature review.  

 Discussion of work conditions and work experiences that are 
contributing to these health issues.  

 OHCOW’s eye health and safety  program: where it started and 
where it is now 

 Evaluating our eye health and safety program  

 Lessons learned and what issues still need to be considered and 
worked on.  

Overview 



 

 Build awareness of occupational health issues affecting migrant 
farm workers.  

 Build awareness of the prevalence of eye health and safety issues 
among workers.  

  Build awareness of contributing/ work related factors that affect 
the eye health and safety of farm workers.  

 Identify strategies for intervention and support to address eye 
health and safety concerns.  

 

Learning Objectives 



McLaughlin 2009 







Occupational Health Clinics 
for Ontario Workers 

(OHCOW) 
 
 

 First clinic founded in 1989 
 

 Our Mission 
 

The mission of the Occupational Health Clinics for Ontario Workers 

Inc.(OHCOW) is: to protect workers and their communities from 

occupational disease, injuries and illnesses; to support their capacity 

to address occupational hazards; and to promote the social, mental 

and physical well-being of workers and their families. 
 

 OHCOW’s multi-disciplinary teams, housed 
in 6 clinics across the province.  
 

 



 Limited access to health system 

 Health and safety training for this group sporadic, or 
inappropriate.  

 Programs and resources not effectively addressing language, 
literacy, cultural considerations, or worker intimidation to raise 
concerns.  

 Experience and needs of this worker group largely not reflected in 
industry focused programs and strategies or in evaluations of the 
effectiveness of interventions. 

 Experiences and needs of these workers slow to be reflected in 
local service programs and resources.  
 

Migrant Farm Workers and Occupational Health and Safety:  
Recognizing the need for an outreach program  



 

 Occupational Hygienist 

 Occupational Health Nurses 

 Ergonomist 

 Occupational Health Physicians  

 MFW Program Coordinator  

 Administrative Support Staff 
 

OHCOW MFW Program Team  



OHCOW MFW Clinics  

In collaboration with 
community partners 
 

Time and location 
accessible to 
workers. 





Prevention based workshops 



Eye Health and Safety  
Workshop  



Resources and Tools  
 Identify and develop useful 

resources and tools that take into 
consideration language,  literacy 
and culturally appropriateness.  
 

 Distribute these resources 
extensively and directly to migrant 
farm worker communities.  
 

 Distribute relevant resources 
directly to employers. 
 

  Share resources with primary 
health clinics.  

 



Eye Health and Safety Conditions Identified 
among Farm Workers  

 

 During clinical engagement  

 

 Worker consultation 

 

 Review of literature  

 



Eye Health and Safety Concerns 
Affecting Farm Workers  

 

• Our experience in running medical clinics over a number of years saw 
up to 30% of workers presenting with eye complaints such as burning, 
redness, itchiness, eye injury, as well as ptyergia 

• Concerns were also brought up during community outreach  

 





Literature Review 

Prevalence of injuries and symptoms 

• Eyes are identified as a common site of injury in agricultural operations.   

• Ocular injuries occur at a rate of 2.5 times higher in farmworkers than in 
any other industry combined (Quandt et al 2001).   

• US data - 6.7% of all agricultural injuries were eye injuries: 1,556 injuries 
were reported in 2002, - # is likely low due to under reporting (Lacey 2001).    

• Eye Injuries include: pterygia, trauma, allergic or infective conjunctivitis, 
cataracts (Quandt et al 2001) 

• Eye health survey results: itchy, irritated eyes (35%), burning eyes (39%), 
blurred vision (23%).  (Cameron,  2007; Strong 2004) 

 



• Barriers to wearing protective eye wear 

• Workers report lack of training and perceived low risk (Verma et al 2011) 

• Workers find eyewear uncomfortable.  Some workers reported headaches 
and dizziness.  Other workers found that the glasses fogged up and the eye 
wear caused them to sweat more.  Also, safety glasses may not fit over 
regular glasses. 

• Appearance: similar to drug dealers, felt less attractive 

• Safety glasses distorted colour interfering with their work.  

• Workers forgot to take glasses to the field with them.  Storage was a 
problem if not wearing them.  (Forst et al 2006). 

 

 

Literature Review 



Interventions  

• Forst (2004) – 3 arm study.  (Group A – training by community healthworkers 
(CHWs) ; Group B: no training but CHWs present; Group C – glasses only).  
Greatest increase in eyewear use was in Group A, but increases seen in all groups. 

• Luque (2007) used CHWs to provided group education sessions and model safety 
eye wear.  Field observations identified an increase of 34% in eye wear use.  Also, 
questionnaire results identified reduced symptoms. 

• Monaghan (2011, 2012) recruited workers to participate in a training program on 
eye health, diseases, first aid, and use of eye safety wear.  Selected key workers to 
be CHWs to model and promote use of safety glasses and provide education to 
farmworkers.   Results identified 28% of workers using eye wear on a daily basis 
(compared to 2% initially).  Workers no longer perceived glasses interfered with 
work.  

 

Literature Review 



 

• Asked about hazards, 
working conditions, 
availability of PPE 

 

• Asked workers what style of 
safety glasses they would like 
from a wide selection   

 

Worker Consultation 



Program goals:  
 

1. Improve eye health for MFWs. 
1. Increasing our understandings about their concerns, their work experience, 

challenges and ideas.  

2. Offering support to migrant farm workers around their eye health and 
safety concerns. 

2. Utilize information learned from this program to develop and 
implement programs to address other health and safety concerns 
for MFWs  

 

 

OHCOW’s Eye Health and Safety 
Program 



On-farm workshops and community workshops 

  
 

 

 

OHCOW’s Eye Health and Safety 
Program 



The Intervention 

Workshop  
 

• Eye symptoms + conditions 
• Eye safety –limited first aid  
• Use and Care of safety glasses 
• Convenient time – Spanish & Eng 
 

 

 
 

+ 
Safety Glasses 
 

• Self selected 
• Suited to individual and crop 



 

 

OHCOW’s Eye Health and Safety Program 
  - Support material  









Identifying whether intervention was impactful 

 

• Educational level  

• PPE level: Safety glasses use 

• Reduction in eye health symptoms  

 

 

Post Workshop assessment/ Evaluation 



We are interested in your experience with your safety glasses since you were given them.    
Please circle your response or fill in the blank.  (Circle one answer) 

1. On average, since you have had 
your safety glasses, how often did 
you wear them while working? 

 

   Never          A  few             Half of the          Most of the          Always                         

                         times                time                      time 

2. How comfortable were your safety 
glasses? 

Very comfortable       Comfortable        Not very comfortable 

3. Do you still have your safety 

glasses?  No Yes ―>  If Yes .. 

How many days in the past 7 days have you worn safety 
glasses while working?   ___  days 

We want to know how your eyes are feeling while at work or after a day of work over the past month 

4. How often do your eyes hurt after 
working all day?  

  never0        seldom1       sometimes2      usually3         always4 

 

5. How often after working are your 
eyes red? 

  never0        seldom1       sometimes2      usually3         always4 

6. How often after working are your 
eyes itchy? 

  never0        seldom1       sometimes2      usually3         always4 

 

7. How often after working has your 
eye sight been blurry? 

  never0        seldom1       sometimes2      usually3         always4 

 

8. How often have you had an eye 
injury or gotten something in 
your eye this season?  

   never0 1 -2 times1            3-5 times2           more than 5 times3    

 

9. Did you always wear your safety glasses while working?    Yes   No    If No, answer the following 
question.  

10. Why didn’t you 
always/ ever wear 
sunglasses/ safety 
glasses while 
working?  

     (circle all that apply) 

Working conditions: 

a. They interfere with my ability 
to do my work 

b. It was overcast/not sunny, 

c. Supervisor doesn’t let me 
wear them 

Other  

d. No one else wears them 

e. I don’t like to wear them 

f. Forgot to bring them to work 

g. Other reason:  __________________ 

11. What do you need to protect your eyes at work ? (circle all that apply)  

 

 

 

 

Pre workshop Questionnaire Post workshop Questionnaire – 1 month later 



Evaluation Strategies (2009-2011) 

Strategies (3) Response Rate 

1. Pre-post questionnaires (3 FU methods) 

i) Individual follow up (at community centre) 
 

19% 

ii) Mail-in postcard  
 

5% 

iii) Group meeting at farm  
 
 

7% (3), 31%, 41%, 
85% 

Overall 17% 

2. Focus group with workers at farm (2 farms) 6 – 8 workers 

3. Interview with employer re project (N=7)  100%  



Results  (2009-2011) 

• Reduction in eye symptoms of hurt, red eyes, itchy eyes, and blurry vision 
from after one month post intervention. 

• The # of eye injuries did not change 
• 90% of workers reported glasses were comfortable or very comfortable 
• Workers reported wearing safety glasses an average of 4.5 days per week 
• Direct field observation identified variable compliance with wearing safety 

glasses  
• Workers reporting glasses broken or scratched severely was 16% 
• Workers were able to recall workshop content when visited 1-2 months 

after the intervention  
• All employers indicated willingness to repeat the workshop the following 

year 



- Increased elaboration on eye injury first aid  

- Popular education methods  

- Increased focus on vision issues, testing and vision services in 
Ontario etc.  

- Engaging clinicians, community groups 
 

- Engagement of local equipment suppliers 

- Focusing on information on choosing safety glasses and proper fit  

 

Always learning, adapting and improving  

 

Building on what we’ve learned …..  
Needs, Strategies and Opportunities  



- Increased elaboration on eye injury first aid in educational content of 
workshops.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional focuses as we moved forward  



MFW Health Care in the Canadian Context 

• All migrant agricultural workers who come 
under official programs are eligible for 
health care services the same as any 
permanent resident 

 

• There are many barriers to access to 
health care 
• Transportation, availability of service, 

language barriers, lack of knowledge about 
services, fear of missing work, confidentiality, 
fear of repatriation .. 



Types of Eye Care Professionals 

Optometrist 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Optician 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Ophthalmologist 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Eye Health Professionals in Ontario 

Diagnose and treat eye 
disorders (e.g. pterygium surgery) 
 

Need to be referred by 
another doctor  

 

http://www.eyecarevouchers.co.uk/PublishingImages/optometrist.jpg


Data analysis cont’d  Worker Self Reported Vision (2016) 

35% 

15% 

50% 

Self Reported Vision 2016 (N=121) 

Trouble with Near Vision

Trouble with distance

Good Vision

Near vision difficulty was positively correlated with age (p<0.01) 

Good vision was negatively correlated with age (p<0.01)  (mean age 42.6 range 23-69) 



Data analysis cont’d  Ever Had Eyes Tested by a Doctor (2016) 

% N (121)  Mexico (N=89) 

Had eyes tested at home 43 (52) 42.7 (38) 

Had eyes tested in Canada 11.6 (14) 10.1 (9) 

Total who had ever had eyes 
tested 

54.6 (66)  52.8 (47)* 

Never had eyes tested 45.5 (55) 47.2 (42) 

* This number is higher than that reported by Quandt (2016)  who reported 25.6% of migrant workers had 
ever had their eyes tested and the California Agricultural Worker Health Survey which reported 33.3% had 
ever had their eyes tested 



- Increased focus on safety glasses selection  

 

 

Additional focuses as we moved 
forward  



Connecting workers to Pterygium surgery-  

• trying to navigate complicated  process  

Additional focuses as we moved 
forward  



Lessons Learned/ Future Directions 

• Use of Safety Glasses + educational session can result in reduced symptoms 
• Safety glasses should have protective case for this population 
• Involve larger community for sustainability 

• E.g. local equipment supplier to have product available for MFW and employers 

• Workshops are very popular with workers 
• Workers valued their safety glasses and took very good care of them 

• Delivery of health and safety educational interventions requires flexibility in 
availability & methods 
• Interventions need to be planned early in the season with options for changes if needed 

• Evaluation and follow up is very difficult 
• Needs low dependence on print/ text based materials 
• Suggest focussed assessment and/or specific target groups e.g. combination of qualitative 

assessment + essential assessment data 



Challenges 

 Language barriers   

 Low literacy 

 Long workdays 

 Limited worker availability 

 Limited access to workers 

on farms 

 Time constraints 

 
  

 Competing demands 

 Limited resources 

 Consent design 

 Contact and consent of 

employers 

 Data collection is labour 

intensive 
  



Some thoughts moving forward ….  

• How can we involve employers in the purchasing of safety glasses 

 Are employers inviting us to do the workshop only for free safety 

glasses?  

• Sustainability of providing free safety glasses  

• Providing safety glasses isn’t the only solution to MFW eye health 
issues 

 



Discusssion ….  



Eduardo Huesca  
ehuesca@ohcow.on.ca  
 

Michelle Tew  
mtew@ohcow.on.ca  
 

OHCOW Hamilton Clinic  
848 Main Street East, Hamilton  
Ontario Canada  
1877.817.0336  ext. 2221 or 2223  
 

www.Ohcow.on.ca/mfw 
 


