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A Just Transition to a Food System for All
by Cristóbal Lagunas, Organizing Lead

A food system built on harm
Workers who grow and harvest our food are exposed to severe 
health risks every day, just as we are each time we eat the food 
produced by this toxic system. Chemical exposure from industrial 
agriculture is directly linked to life threatening illnesses ranging 
from acute poisonings to chronic diseases such as cancer, asthma, 
and developmental disorders. 

Despite these risks, organic and sustainable food options remain 
financially inaccessible for many, as our economy continues to 
prioritize extraction and corporate expansion over public health.

Beyond the human cost, the environmental consequences are cata-
strophic. Industrial agriculture is a major contributor to the climate 
crisis. The use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides depletes soil 
health, releasing greenhouse gases and accelerating environmental 
collapse. 

Agriculture, like the oil and tech industries, operates under the 
illusion that expansion can continue indefinitely. Farms, once small 
and community-centered, have been turned into massive corporate 
entities that consume vast amounts of land, erasing natural ecosys-
tems to establish monocultures.

From the outset, this model is built on destruction. Without 
systemic change, our food system will continue to drive climate 
instability and deepen social inequalities.

Supporting farmers, farmworkers and a regenerative agricultural 
movement isn’t just about better food, it’s about a livable future. 
We deserve an economy that nourishes both people and the planet, 
one that ensures healthy, nutritious food and dignified, safe jobs.

A Just Transition for agriculture
Just Transition is a framework developed by labor and environmen-
tal justice movements that offers a clear path forward. It ensures 
that as we shift toward sustainable food systems, workers and 

Modern industrial agriculture is fundamentally unsustainable. It relies on harmful pesticides, 
synthetic agrochemicals, and large scale monocultures that prioritize corporate profits over the 
well-being of farmworkers, consumers, and the environment. A Just Transition offers a clear path 
forward that can lead us toward a sustainable future.
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Hurricane Helene has irrevocably changed landscapes, upended 
lives, and caused the deaths of more than 200 people. At PAN, 
we work hard to call attention to and support communities who 
are most impacted by pesticide contamination and the effects 
of a changing climate. However, even my awareness of what 
front-line communities face every day did not prepare me for the 
moment the climate crisis impacted my own community.

Immediate effects
With water supplies contaminated and many utility lines 
destroyed, thousands of people lost access to safe drinking water. 
In North Carolina, floodwaters destroyed or damaged multi-
ple water treatment facilities. The flood also introduced toxic 
sewage and industrial chemicals, and stirred up sediment in the 
North Fork reservoir. Both pollutants and sediment were flushed 
directly into home water pipes.

Over the mountains in Northeast Tennessee, several districts had 
mandatory conservation and boil water advisories due to dam-
aged lines. Greene County experienced catastrophic damage. 
Temporary connections restored as much of the system as pos-
sible, but approximately 19,000 individuals remained without 
access to clean water for nearly two weeks.

Long-term impact on our farmers
Appalachia runs on backroads, and the damage is staggering to 
infrastructure that our farm communities need. This storm has 
upended not only individual lives but the economies of entire 
towns. Hundreds of roads and bridges were completely washed 
out or damaged, with estimates that repairs will be ongoing 
through 2025. 

Farmers are grappling with soil contamination and erosion. In 
some cases, topsoil has been completely stripped from expanses 

of previously fertile farmland. The USDA estimates that at least 
4.8 million acres of cropland in the Southeast were affected by 
Helene.

Geography plays a role
Nestled into valleys and hollers, our communities in this region 
have long been touted as climate havens. Helene has shown us 
that there are no safe zones when it comes to climate change. 
Even rural mountain towns hundreds of miles from the closest 
ocean will have to deal with the deluges that hurricanes traveling 
over warm oceans bring inland.

The valleys of Northeast Tennessee, due to the geography of 
the mountains, sit in a rainshadow which makes them the 
driest areas in the state. This dryness can further complicate the 
severity of flooding because dry soil can’t absorb water as well as 
wetter soils.

The National Climate Assessment (2023) reports that the hydro-
logic cycle is becoming more intense in the southeastern U.S., 
which is expected to continue in the future. We are likely to see 
more intense rainfall events with more dry days in between. And 
as we’ve learned, periods of drought bookended with extreme 
rain events are a recipe for catastrophe. By all existing measure-
ments, Helene caused flooding not seen in our region— ever.

If these historic events do continue to become more frequent 
and more severe as the experts say they will, what do the com-
pounding effects mean for both immediate recovery and long 
term economic impact? How will our communities grapple with 
what it means to experience another disaster when we haven’t yet 
recovered from the last one?

Hope still lives here
In spite of the multitude of horrors Appalachia has witnessed in 
the wake of Hurricane Helene, we are a stubbornly resilient sort 
of people. There is a rising above, a coming together. Commu-
nity center volunteers share stories about people who have liter-
ally lost everything coming to get only what they need to survive, 
ensuring that their neighbors can do the same. 

As we recover, it’s critical that we center the voices of those most 
impacted by climate-mitigated disasters. Appalachian commu-
nities, like all rural places, are often overlooked, tokenized, or 
talked over as if we are not able to speak ourselves.

It is also critical that we push back against science denialism 
which threatens to make rural communities even more vulnera-
ble to the effects of climate change. 

Read Kayla’s full blog post at www.panna.org/helene

When the Climate Crisis Comes Home
by Kayla Nichols, Communications Director

On September 27, 2024, Central Appalachia and the Southeast were devastated by catastrophic 
flooding from Hurricane Helene. The storm made landfall as a powerful Category 4 hurricane 
before forging a path of destruction that stretched over 600 miles and impacted people in more 
than eight states. 

Homes and businesses in Erwin, Tennessee, flooded when the 
Nolichucky River crested far above its banks.
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Our Mission
Pesticide Action & Agroecology Network North America works to end 
reliance on hazardous pesticides and achieve health, resilience and 
justice in food and farming. 

PAN uses grassroots science, strategic communications and coalition 
organizing to build power with communities across the U.S. and 
around the world to confront the harms of industrial agriculture and 
to build solutions. We are one of five regional centers who cooperate 
to transform systems of food and farming across the globe.

Sustain PAN’s Work  
Give Monthly
When you join PAN as a Sustainer, 
you become part of a vital group that 
donates each month to fund grassroots science, 
collaboration with frontline communities, and policy 
change. We rely on consistent support from Sustainers 
to work towards a healthy, fair and resilient system of 
food and farming.

Become a Sustainer today by going to  
www.panna.org/give-monthly.

Meet Sakereh Maskal 
PAN’s Policy and Advocacy Lead

What brought you to your work with PAN? 
I appreciate PAN’s holistic approach to addressing environ-
mental injustice, the climate crisis, corporate capture, and 
chemical-intensive agriculture. We are not only combating 
pesticide industry goliaths, but sowing the 
seeds of a much brighter future: a future 
that prioritizes the health of farmwork-
ers and their communities; a future that 
produces nutrient-rich food from bus-
tling soil ecology instead of the projected 
degradation of 90% of the world’s soils by 
2050; a future that integrates organic farm 
tours into every school curriculum instead 
of chronically exposing school-age children 
adjacent to conventional agriculture to 
harmful pesticides. PAN isn’t just yelling 
at a system that doesn’t want to change. PAN is creating a 
brand-new system. 

What aspect of PAN’s work makes you excited to 
work with the network?
Hazardous pesticides are shaving years off people’s lives 
through the preventable development of cancer, eliciting 
long-term trauma in farmworker families, and degrading 
their quality of life. Nevertheless, the farmworker commu-
nities that we serve are choosing to speak truth to power. 
For example, in September 2025, Omar Dieguez initiated a 
30-day hunger strike to protest the use of 1,3-dichloropro-
pene used on strawberry fields in Pajaro Valley, California, 
spurring a movement of resistance. This is why the work is 
so valuable to me. There is no greater honor than to work 
alongside powerful community leaders, fighting to make the 
world a healthier, racially just place.

What current PAN work or campaigns are you 
excited about?
I’m excited about implementing the California Depart-
ment of Pesticide Regulation’s Sustainable Pest Manage-

ment (SPM) Roadmap, as it is a beautiful 
model for transformational change. SPM 
procurement is infused with so much hope, 
as multiple stakeholders — from small, 
BIPOC farmers to state institutions —
join together to shift the market towards 
pesticide-free food. This transformation 
uplifts small-scale SPM-aligned farmers, 
advances agroecological principles, and 
provides nourishment for students, seniors, 
incarcerated people, patients, and children 
in California’s institutions.

What does your vision of a healthy, just food and 
farming system look like?
I envision a system that does not rely on the exploitation 
of immigrant labor for food production. It’s a system that 
gives immigrant farmworkers a viable path to acquiring 
land, and honors the rich Indigenous knowledge base that 
many farmworkers from Mexico and Central America 
already possess. It’s a system that holds deep reverence 
for farmworkers by paying them good wages, values their 
contribution to our sustenance through immense cultural 
admiration, does not utilize hazardous pesticides, and 
fosters vibrant farmworker communities. I also envision 
a food and farming system that seeks to heal the Earth by 
restoring and nurturing other life forms, including soil 
microorganisms, that often get overlooked or dismissed. 
I envision a food and farming system that permeates into 
our everyday lives, where everyone is encouraged to put 
their hands in the soil and return to one of our most pri-
mal instincts—growing food.

We are thrilled to share that Sakereh Maskal recently joined PAN as our Policy 
and Advocacy Lead! Sakereh is a policy strategist based in Sacramento, California, 
with a strong track record in advancing advocacy focused on environmental 
justice, public health, and sustainability. We sat down with Sakereh to learn more 
about her role and what she’s looking forward to in her work moving forward. 

“Everything we want to 
accomplish, from showing up 
for our loved ones to achieving 
world peace, stems from a 
deeply nourished body. I 
believe eradicating harmful 
pesticides and advancing the 
principles of sustainable pest 
management will allow us to 
receive this deep nourishment.”

http://www.panna.org/give-monthly
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Just Transition, continued from front page 

communities are not left behind. A Just Transition in agriculture 
must prioritize:
•	 Banning harmful pesticides and synthetic fertilizers: 

Implementing stronger regulations to protect farmworkers, 
consumers, and ecosystems.

•	 Investing in agroecology and regenerative farming: 
Supporting farming practices that restore soil health, increase 
biodiversity, and reduce carbon emissions.

•	 Worker protections and fair wages: Ensuring that farm-
workers receive dignified wages, safe working conditions, and 
labor protections.

•	 Democratizing food systems: Shifting power away from cor-
porate agribusiness and toward small and mid-size farmers, 
cooperatives, and community led food initiatives.

At its core, Just Transition is about building safe, sustainable jobs and 
food while restoring the health of our planet. It is not just a bridge 
between anti-pesticide advocacy and climate action; it is a concrete 
solution to the crises we face.

EPA Sued for Allowing Nerve-Agent 
Pesticides on Fruits and Vegetables
Earthjustice, representing PAN and other 
farmworker and public health groups, 
recently sued the Environmental Protection 
Agency for failing to respond to a petition 
to ban organophosphate pesticides. 
Organophosphates are a class of chemicals 
derived from World War II nerve agents, which 
are now widely used as pesticides on many 
food crops. 

The EPA’s own scientists found that 
organophosphates pose serious health risks, 
even when used as directed. Yet, instead 
of acting, the agency missed deadlines 
and delayed imposing critical safeguards. 
We continue to demand a full ban on 

And the good news? People have already been working tirelessly 
over the past decade to develop and implement a Just Transition. 
Across agroecology, anti-pesticide efforts and climate justice 
work, there is a growing movement to replace extractive, destruc-
tive systems with regenerative and sustainable ones. 

The space is open for transformation, and the opportunities are 
right in front of us. Organizations like PAN can play a critical 
role in this transition, helping to reimagine agriculture, push for 
policy change and build the future we need.

As we tap into this moment, we have a chance to do more than 
resist harmful practices, we can create sustainable new systems. 
From envisioning what a just agricultural industry looks like to 
organizing for the policies that will support it, we are standing at 
the threshold of something transformative. The future of food, 
labor and climate is being written right now. The question is, will 
we seize this opportunity?

Read Cris’ full blog post at www.panna.org/justfood

organophosphates to protect the health 
of rural communities!

Iowa Cancer Survivors Address 
Environmental Harms
Iowa has the second highest cancer rate 
in the nation and is one of two states 
where cancer rates are increasing. Some 
causes of cancer, such as smoking and 
sun exposure, are well documented and 
can be addressed by individual choices. 
Environmental causes are more difficult 
to isolate, but research is showing 
strong links to pesticide use and water 
pollutants.

Three Iowa organizations: the Harkin 
Institute, Iowa Environmental Council 
and Iowa Farmers Union, hosted 
sixteen Cancer Listening Sessions 
throughout the state this summer. PAN’s 
Communication Manager, Rob Faux, 
participated in the Waterloo session 
as the featured speaker, sharing his 
experience as a cancer survivor. These 
events were well-received and have 
successfully increased dialogue focused 
on action to address environmental 
factors that can cause cancer.

New Senate Bill Holds Pesticide 
Companies Accountable 
Senator Cory Booker introduced a new bill 
that opposes efforts by pesticide companies 
to get state governments to provide liability 
shields for all pesticides. While legislation 
failed in several states, Georgia and North 
Dakota did pass bills that will protect 
pesticide companies from being held 
accountable when their products cause harm. 
These new laws remove the ability to show 
that the pesticide company failed to properly 
warn consumers of the potential for harm, 
which is a requirement for state lawsuits.

The Modern Ag Alliance (led by Bayer/
Monsanto) is pushing legislation that would 
effectively block successful lawsuits in state 
courts. Booker’s Pesticide Injury Accountability 
Act circumvents these laws and allows federal 
courts to take these cases directly. Federal 
lawsuits do not require that the plaintiff show 
the company failed to disclose potential risk 
to the customer. 

take action Tell your Senators to  
co-sponsor the Pesticide Injury  
Accountability Act at tinyurl.com/ 
support-piaa 
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