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Farming is one of the most

vital and physically demanding
professions, requiring long

hours spent outdoors under the
relentless sun. This necessary
exposure, however, comes with a
significant occupational hazard:
prolonged exposure to solar
ultraviolet radiation (UVR).

Due to the nature of their work,
farmers experience higher rates
of skin cancer than indoor
workers. Furthermore, long-term
overexposure to the sun’s UV rays
dramatically increases the risk
for skin cancer, premature aging,
and eye damage, alongside heat-
related illnesses like heat stress
and dehydration. Prioritizing sun
safety is not just about comfort;

it is a critical investment in the
farmer’s long-term health and the
continued productivity of their
operation.
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Understanding the
Invisible Threat

The sun emits ultraviolet radiation,
primarily categorized as UVA and
UVB rays, which penetrate the skin.
This exposure is the root cause of
short-term effects like sunburn and
long-term effects that contribute

to premature skin aging and the
development of skin cancer. In fact,
nearly five million Americans are
treated for skin cancer each year,
making it the most common cancer in
the United States. Outdoor workers,
including those in agriculture, often
surpass established safety thresholds
for occupational UVR exposure. The
sun’s rays are harmful throughout the
year, regardless of clouds, as up to 80
percent of UV rays can pass through
overcast skies.

To mitigate this pervasive risk,
sun safety must be approached
holistically, combining personal
protective measures with essential
equipment upgrades. Resources
from organizations like the NC
Agromedicine Institute and Farm
Bureau emphasize a multi-layered
defense to protect the people
working in the field, agriculture’s
greatest asset.

Comprehensive Personal
Sun Protection Strategies

Since avoiding the midday sun is
often impractical for farmers who
need to maximize daylight during
planting and harvest seasons,
personal protective equipment and
planning become paramount.

Protective Wear: Clothing is one of
your best defenses against the sun.
Farmers should wear loose protective
clothing, such as long-sleeved shirts
and pants, that cover as much skin

as possible. Choosing tightly woven
fabric with an Ultraviolet Protection
Factor (UPF) of 50 or higher offers
robust protection. Additionally, a
wide-brimmed hat that shades the
eyes and covers the back of the neck
is essential. To protect the eyes and
the delicate skin around the eyes —

a common site for skin cancer —
UV-absorbent sunglasses with UVA
and UVB-protective lenses are a
must, with wraparound styles offering
enhanced coverage.

Sunscreen and Hydration: Apply a
broad-spectrum sunscreen with an
SPF of 30 or higher to all exposed
skin, including the ears, neck, hands,
and lips. It should be applied about
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20-30 minutes before going outside
and generously reapplied every two
hours, or more frequently if sweating
heavily. Furthermore, staying
hydrated is crucial for preventing heat
stress, so drinking plenty of water
and avoiding alcohol and carbonated
drinks are important steps in a sun
safety routine.

‘Workplace Planning: Where
possible, farmers should plan their
workday to avoid outside tasks during
peak sunlight hours, typically between
11 a.m. and 3 p.m. or 10 a.m. and 4
p.m. Regular breaks in shaded areas,
perhaps every two hours, allow the
body to cool down and provides an
opportunity to reapply sunscreen.

The Critical Role of
Tractor Canopies

While protective clothing and
sunscreen are vital, the tractor canopy
is the cornerstone of equipment-
based sun safety, providing consistent,
overhead shade during long hours in
the field.

A canopy is an overhead cover or
roof that attaches to a Roll-Over
Protective Structure (ROPS) or the
tractor frame. While the certified
ROPS is primarily a reinforced roll
bar designed to protect the operator
during a catastrophic rollover, the
canopy serves as a crucial accessory
to shield the operator from the
elements, reducing UV exposure and
mitigating long-term skin damage and
heat-related illnesses.
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Benefits of a Canopy:

* UV Reduction and Skin Cancer
Mitigation: A canopy provides
physical shade, which is one of
the most effective ways to reduce
direct sun exposure and block
overhead sunlight.

* Heat Stress and Comfort: By
reducing direct sun exposure,
canopies help prevent heat stroke
and dehydration, significantly
enhancing operator comfort and
productivity. Quality canopies
may feature elements designed to
reduce reflective glare and heat
bounce-back, such as textured
undersides.

* Equipment Protection: Beyond
operator safety, a durable canopy
protects the machine itself,
shielding seats, dashboards, and
control surfaces from UV exposure
and weather, accelerating wear.

The ideal setup for any open-cab
tractor combines a certified ROPS —
which is required for maximum safety
and works best when the seat belt

is worn — with a quality canopy for
optimal protection and comfort.

To assist members in making
this vital safety upgrade, NC
Farm Bureau (NCFB) offers

the Tractor Canopy Cost Share
Program. This proactive program
is a core component of NCFB's
commitment to minimizing farm
hazards.

Current NC Farm Bureau
members are eligible to apply for
a reimbursement of up to $250 to
retrofit their farm tractor or other
production agriculture equipment
with a sun canopy. Key details of
the program include:

Eligibility: The applicant must
be a member in good standing
and own equipment used for
production agriculture. The
canopy must be purchased new.

Reimbursement: NCFB will cost-
share up to $250 on the canopy
and any needed hardware. If

the cost is less than $250, the
member is reimbursed the actua
expense; if the cost is more, they
receive the maximum of $250.

Flexibility: Members have the
freedom to select their own
canopy style, color, and brand,
and they can install it themselves
following the manufacturer’s
instructions. NCFB members also
receive a discount on CoolTops®
canopies. Grants are awarded
once per membership per
calendar year.

Ultimately, the responsibility

for sun safety rests with the
individual farmer. By adopting a
comprehensive sun safety strategy
—combining personal protection
with essential equipment like

a tractor canopy — farmers can
effectively mitigate their risk and
ensure they stay healthy and
productive for years to come.



