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Why this booklet matters

Introduction

Farming is the backbone of Aotearoa 
New Zealand, and rural communities 
are at the heart of it. Life in the country 
is demanding, whether you are working 
the land, running a business or raising 
a family in a rural area. Like many 
hardworking Kiwis, people in rural 
communities sometimes put their health 
on the back burner, letting the day-to-day 
demands take priority.

Blood cancers affect thousands of New 
Zealanders every year. Research shows 
that farmers may have a higher risk of 
certain blood cancers 1-4. While the exact 
reasons aren’t fully understood, factors 
may include environmental exposures, 
genetic predisposition, and workplace 
conditions. 

This booklet aims to:

• �Increase awareness of blood cancer 
types and symptoms.

• �Help you recognise warning signs  
and understand when to seek  
medical advice.

• �Provide information about potential  
risk factors, including chemical and  
fuel exposure.

• �Provide practical, easy-to-follow  
safety practices.

• �Encourage early detection and  
regular health checks.

Your health matters –  
to you, your whānau,  
and your farm.
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What are blood cancers?

Main types of blood 
cancers

Understanding  
blood cancers

Blood cancers occur when one of 
the types of blood cells grow in an 
uncontrolled or abnormal way, affecting 
how they are produced and how they 
function. They usually begin in the bone 
marrow or lymphatic system, where  
blood cells are made and stored.

There are many different types of blood 
cancers and blood conditions. Common 
blood cancers include leukaemia, 
lymphoma and myeloma.

Leukaemia

Leukaemia is the name for a group of 
cancers that affect the blood and bone 
marrow. Leukaemia always starts in the 
bone marrow where developing blood 
cells undergo malignant change.

Leukaemia key facts:

• �Affects white blood cells and bone 
marrow.

• �Can be fast-growing (acute) or  
slow-growing (chronic).

• �Interferes with the body’s ability to  
fight infection.

• �Each year in New Zealand around 
750 adults and 50 children are 
diagnosed with a type of leukaemia.

The four most common types of  
leukaemia are:

• �Acute myeloid leukaemia (AML) 

• �Acute lymphoblastic leukaemia (ALL) 

• �Chronic myeloid leukaemia (CML) 

• �Chronic lymphocytic leukaemia (CLL)
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Lymphoma

Lymphoma is cancer of the lymphatic 
system. Lymphoma arises when 
developing lymphocytes undergo 
malignant change and multiply in an 
uncontrolled way.

Lymphoma key facts:

• �Affects immune cells called 
lymphocytes which grow out of  
control and form tumours.

• �The World Health Organization  
(WHO) recognises over 70 different 
subtypes of lymphoma. These 
subtypes are usually separated into 
two groups: 
– Hodgkin lymphoma 
– Non Hodgkin lymphoma

• �Each year in New Zealand around 
1,200 people are diagnosed with 
lymphoma. 

Myeloma

Myeloma (also known as multiple 
myeloma) is cancer of the plasma cells. 
Plasma cells are mature B-lymphocytes 
(B-cells) that live primarily in the bone 
marrow and produce antibodies to help 
fight infection. 

Myeloma key facts:

• �Large number of abnormal plasma 
cells (called myeloma cells) collect in 
the bone marrow and may interfere 
with blood cell production, and can 
damage bones, causing pain.

• �Myeloma cells produce an abnormal 
type of antibody called a paraprotein 
that can usually be detected in 
blood and/or urine.

• �Each year in New Zealand 
approximately 500 people are 
diagnosed with myeloma.

There are other types of blood cancers 
and related blood conditions including 
myelodysplastic syndromes (MDS) and 
myeloproliferative neoplasms (MPNs).

MDS is a condition that affects normal 
blood cell production in the bone marrow 
where it does not produce enough 
red blood cells, white blood cells and/
or platelets. MDS can also produce an 
excess of immature blood cells known as 
blast cells.

MPNs are a group of diseases that affect 
normal blood cell production in the bone 
marrow. The bone marrow produces too 
many blood cells (either red blood cells, 
white blood cells or platelets). When 
present in large numbers, these cells 
cannot function properly and can cause 
problems.

More information about these  
conditions can be found on our website,  
bloodcancer.org.nz
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What causes blood 
cancers?
In most cases, the cause of blood cancers 
is unknown and is likely a combination of 
different factors. Like all cancers, blood 
cancers may result from a change in one 
or more of the genes that normally control 
the growth and development of blood cells.

Exposure to high doses of radiation 
or repeated exposure to industrial or 
environmental chemicals may be involved 5.

Farmers, particularly crop farmers and 
horticultural workers, may be at increased 
risk of developing health implications 
from long-term exposure to different 
pesticides (including insecticides, 
herbicides, and fungicides) 1-4.

While the exact link between pesticides, 
fuels, and blood cancer requires more 
research, it is essential that these 
hazardous chemicals are handled safely.
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Swollen  
lymph nodes

Unexplained  
weight loss

Itchy  
skin

Anaemia (tired, weak, dizzy) Unusual bleeding/bruising

Persistent  
fatigue

Bone 
pain

Regular &  
frequent fevers

Excessive  
night sweats

Repeat  
infections

Recognising 
symptoms early
Blood cancer symptoms can be subtle and easy to  
overlook, especially for farmers used to pushing  
through physical fatigue.

Symptoms often present as a cluster.

Common symptoms include:

Why symptoms are often missed
• �Whether farming, forestry, or other land-based work,  

the physical demands can make tiredness feel ‘normal’.

• �Symptoms may come and go.

• �Many people assume infections or bruises are just part  
of the job.

If symptoms persist for more than a few weeks, it’s worth 
checking in with your GP.
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Regular health checks Safe handling practices 
of chemicals

Health and safety on 
farms and rural land

Protecting your health

Early detection saves lives. See your GP 
promptly if you are experiencing a cluster 
of symptoms (see page 7) or you’re 
worried about a change in your health. 
Consider:

• �Annual GP health checks.

• �Blood tests if symptoms persist.

• �Discussing your chemical exposure 
history with your doctor.

• �Wearing the correct protective gear 
(PPE).

• �Ensuring safe spraying practices.

• �Store and dispose of chemicals 
correctly.

• �Cleaning up thoroughly after use.

• �Keep a detailed written record.

• �Educate your whānau and keep 
chemicals away from children/tamariki.

All workers on a farm have a role to 
play in keeping themselves and their 
workmates safe. Farmers use a wide 
range of chemicals and fuels in their 
daily work to increase productivity and 
grow high quality produce. Many of these 
substances are dangerous to people, 
animals and the environment and must be 
handled, used and stored with care.

bloodcancer.org.nz
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Research

Advocacy

Awareness

Blood Cancer NZ
Blood Cancer NZ is the only not-for-profit 
organisation in New Zealand dedicated 
solely to the care and cure of people living 
with blood cancers and blood conditions.

We provide a range of free personalised 
services for people in New Zealand 
including:

• �Talking to our team of Support Services 
Coordinators.

• �Emotional and practical/financial 
support

• �Education and support programmes  
for patients and their whānau (online 
and in-person).

• �A wide range of information from 
booklets, fact sheets and online 
webinars.

Beyond patient and whānau support,  
our work includes:

Blood Cancer NZ is committed to funding 
haematology research in New Zealand. 
We have established the Blood Cancer 
NZ Research Unit at The University of 
Auckland. Annually, we provide research 
and travel grants to health professionals. 
We also support access to clinical trials 
helping to ensure New Zealanders can 
benefit from new treatments such as  
CAR T-cell therapy.

We represent the needs of patients 
and their whānau to Government and 
relevant agencies. This includes pushing 
for access to life-saving medicines and 
advocating on behalf of patients. 

We work hard to increase public 
knowledge of blood cancers and 
conditions. By improving understanding 
of blood cancers, we aim to strengthen 
public and political support for better  
care and future cures.
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Support and information

Where to get help

How can you help us?

• �Your GP or rural health clinic.

• �Blood Cancer NZ: bloodcancer.org.nz

• �Local councils for disposal guidelines.

• �WorkSafe NZ: worksafe.govt.nz

• �Hazardous Substances toolbox: hazardoussubstances.govt.nz

• �Growsafe: growsafe.co.nz

• �Environmental protection authority: epa.govt.nz

Our work is made possible through 
generous donations, philanthropic 
support, and strategic partnerships  
that share our vision of a world without 
blood cancers.

Donations
A donation of any size could help fund 
research and provide practical support 
to patients and whānau. You can choose 
to make a one-time or regular donation - 
every contribution is appreciated.

Fundraising events
Fundraising events are a great way for 
rural communities to come together, have 
fun, and make a real difference for people 
affected by blood cancer. Choose to host 
your own fundraiser or take part in one 
of our organised events. You can find out 
more at bloodcancer.org.nz 

Bequests and wills
A bequest in your will is a thoughtful and 
lasting way to leave a gift to Blood Cancer 
NZ. It’s a simple process that allows you 
to designate a specific amount of money, 
a percentage of your estate, or even 
a particular asset to support the fight 
against blood cancers.

bloodcancer.org.nz
bloodcancer.org.nz
worksafe.govt.nz
hazardoussubstances.govt.nz
growsafe.co.nz
epa.govt.nz
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Contact us
If you or someone you know needs our 
support, or for nationwide enquiries,  
call 0800 15 10 15

visit bloodcancer.org.nz

email info@bloodcancer.org.nz

Monday to Friday 8.30am – 5.00pm

Northern Region  
& Head Office

6 Claude Road 
Epsom 
Auckland 1023

Central Region

11 Riddiford Street 
Newtown 
Wellington 6021

Lower Southern Region

218 George Street 
Dunedin Central 
Dunedin 9016

Midland Region

3/210 Collingwood Street 
Hamilton Lake 
Hamilton 3204

Upper Southern Region

20 Cashel Street 
Christchurch Central 
Christchurch 8013

Scan the QR  
code to visit  
our website

bloodcancer.org.nz
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