
Abstract. Background/Aim: Studies have demonstrated the
biological consequences of environmental contamination
caused by human pesticide exposure following banana
production. The aim of this study was to evaluate genomic
instability and cytotoxicity in buccal mucosal cells of workers
in banana farming. Materials and Methods: For this purpose,
a total of 21 male workers in banana farming in the Ribeira
Valley were included in the experimental group. A total of 20
individuals, not occupationally exposed to pesticides, were
included in the control group. Results: The frequency of
micronuclei was significantly increased (p<0.05) in buccal
mucosa cells from workers of banana farming when compared
to the control group. Furthermore, a high frequency of
karyolysis was detected in buccal mucosaI cells in these
individuals. No significant differences were found in pyknosis
or karryorhexis when compared to controls. Conclusion:
Taken together, our results indicate that workers in banana
farming represent a group in high risk for carcinogenesis
since chromosomal damage and cellular death are increased
in these individuals.

The Ribeira Valley has environmental, social and cultural
wealth due to the combination of its several ethnicities and
environmental preservation. This region is the largest Brazilian
Atlantic Forest preserved in the territory, with one of the
biomes with the highest biodiversity in the world (1). In 1999,
this region was declared a World Natural Heritage Site
containing 190,000 hectares of restinga, 30,000 hectares of
mangroves, 300 caves, archaeological sites and monuments,

besides water quality suitable for both human supply and
aquatic fauna (1). It is important to stress that banana farming
has a high importance in national agricultural production in
this region, where Brazil is considered the largest consumer
of banana in natura and the fourth largest producer of the fruit
in the world (2). This corresponds to 7% of world production
and Brazil is the largest banana exporter of Latin America,
with more than two-thirds of the consignments of the fruit
passed on to other countries (3).
It has been established that one of the great problems that

affects human populations is continuous exposure to harmful
chemicals released into the environment from anthropogenic
activities (4). In Latin America, studies have demonstrated the
biological consequences of environmental contamination
caused by human pesticide exposure following banana
production (5, 6). Pesticides are one of the main contaminants
to which people are exposed (7). It is well documented that
continuous exposure to pesticides impairs many biological
functions and cellular systems. In fact, it has been
documented that such exposure induces a myriad of harmful
effects on human health (8-10). In particular, exposure to
pesticides is closely associated with Parkinson’s disease (11),
Alzheimer’s disease (12), diabetes (13), and cancer (14).
In this context, identifying what types of chemicals from

natural or anthropogenic origins people are exposed to is
mandatory for evaluating the real risks for human health (7).
There are several assays available for detecting chemical
substances present in pesticides; however, they remain very
expensive and are time-consuming due to the wide range of
formulations present in these pesticide products, many of which
are, as yet, unknown (7). To overcome this, biomarkers are of
great value for biomonitoring some populations in order to
identify early biological effects in these exposed individuals (7).
Certainly, the use of biomarkers is very useful for enabling
prevention or mitigation of the dangerous effects by considering
individual susceptibility. Among them, assay of micronuclei
using buccal mucosal cells is fast, low cost, reproducible and
non-invasive for evaluating cytogenetic damage (15). This
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methodology permits the detection of chromosomal damage
induced by physical, chemical and biological sources.
Furthermore, detection of meta-nuclear changes indicative of
cytotoxicity, for example pyknosis, karyolysis and karyorrhexis,
considerably improves the sensitivity of the assay (16).
Because of the lack of scientific evidence regarding the

cytogenetic biomonitoring of workers in banana farming, the
aim of this study was to investigate the mutagenicity and
cytotoxicity in buccal mucosal cells by micronucleus assay.

Materials and Methods

The study area. The study area is located between coordinates
24˚29'15" S and 47˚50'37" W, in the extreme southwestern zone of
the Sao Paulo State, in the city of Registro, Brazil. 

Participants. The subjects of this study comprised 21 men, with
mean age (±SD) of 38.2±13.8 years. The following criteria were
established for participating in the study: (i) having worked at least
1 year as worker in banana farming; (ii) working 40 h a week; (iii)
no systemic disease such as hypertension, diabetes or cancer; (iv)
not continuous use of drugs; (v) no oral lesion; (vi) to be not
submitted to dental radiography in the last 15 days (vii) consent to
participation in the study. The control group consisted of 20 healthy
men matched by age to the experimental group (33.6±15.3 years),
not occupationally exposed to any pesticides, following the same
criteria adopted for selecting the individuals for the experimental
group. In order to avoid potential confounding factors, none of the
volunteers were smokers. The consumption of alcohol or use of
mouth rinses was not recorded in this setting. The study was
approved by the Ethics Committee of the Federal University of Sao
Paulo, Brazil (protocol number 0361/2018). Informed consent was
obtained from all individuals included in the study.

Micronucleus test on oral mucosal cells. Buccal mucosal cells were
collected with a wooden spatula. The cellular suspension was
transferred to a tube containing saline solution, which was then
centrifuged (850 × g) for 5 min, fixed in 3:1 methanol/acetic acid,
and dropped onto pre-cleaned slides. The air-dried slides were stained
using the Feulgen/Fast-Green method as described elsewhere (15).
The occurrence of micronucleated cells was assessed according to

Belien et al. (15). For cytotoxicity, the following meta-nuclear changes
were considered in this study: pyknosis, karyolysis and karyorrhexis.
This analysis was based on a previous study conducted by our research
group (17). A total of 2,000 cells were evaluated per volunteer.

Statistical methods. The Mann–Whitney non-parametric test was
used to evaluate cytotoxicity. The presence of micronucleated cells
was made as established by Pereira (18). The statistical analysis was
conducted using BioStat software, version 5.0 (Maringa, PR,
Brazil). The level of statistical significance was set at p<0.05.

Results
The results from this study showed an almost 10-fold
increase of micronucleated buccal mucosal cells of workers
in banana farming when compared to the control group
(p<0.05). The results are demonstrated in Table I. 

Regarding cytotoxicity, the frequency of karyolysis in
buccal mucosal cells was significantly increased in the
experimental group when compared to the control group
(~30-fold, p<0.05). Nevertheless, the frequency of
pyknosis was not significantly altered in banana farm
workers when compared to the control group. In the same
way, no significant statistically difference (p≥0.05) was
found in the frequency of karrhyorexis. The numerical data
are shown in Table II.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to evaluate chromosomal damage
and cellular death in buccal mucosal cells from banana farm
workers as indicators of genomic instability and cytotoxicity,
respectively. To the best of our knowledge, this approach has
not been taken so far. 
The use of oral mucosaI cells has several advantages when

compared to use of other cell types, such as lymphocytes,
urothelial cells or in vitro cell cultures, since it is a non-
invasive technique for collecting buccal cells and therefore
is closely associated with the investigation of direct in vivo
effects (19). In addition, the oral mucosa is one of the first
sites when considering exposure to chemical agents, either
through inhalation of the air or by the process of ingestion.
It is noteworthy to consider that the majority of solid tumors
originate from epithelial tissues, which would denote an
increased risk for oral cancer, and also to other tissues of
epithelial origin (20).
The detection of micronucleated cells in epithelial

tissue is considered indicative of cancer risk since they
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Table I. Micronucleus incidence (mean±SD) in buccal mucosal cells of
workers in banana farming and controls. 

Group                                                 Micronucleus incidence

Controls (n=20)                                            0.1±0.2
Workers (n=21)                                             0.95±1.5*

*Significantly different at p<0.05 when compared to controls. 

Table II. Cytotoxicity (mean±SD) as reflected in karyorrhexis, pyknosis
and karyolysis in buccal mucosal cells of workers in banana farming. 

Group                               Pyknosis           Karyorrhexis          Karyolysis

Controls (n=20)               17.1±3.8               2.0±1.7                  4.9±2.7
Workers (n=21)                 9.6±8.6             61.3±49.7*              2.9±4.7

*Significantly different at p<0.05 when compared to controls.



represent chromosomal damage, as characterized by the
initiation phase of carcinogenesis (21). Therefore, the
presence of micronucleated cells in a target tissue is
indicative of genomic instability (21). Our results
demonstrated an increased frequency of micronuclei in
buccal cells of workers in banana farming when compared
to controls. Studies investigating the mutagenic potential
of pesticides using the micronucleus test in buccal
mucosaI cells are scarce in literature. An earlier study
conducted by Benedetti et al. showed that pesticides were
able to induce genotoxicity and mutagenicity in workers
of soybeans as evaluated by comet and micronucleus
assays, respectively. Such changes in the genome were
associated with DNA hypermethylation (22). Other studies
have also demonstrated such findings as increasing
mutagenesis induced by the use of pesticides in
agriculture (23, 24). Taken together, our results are
consistent with the notion that banana farm workers
continuously exposed to pesticides present genomic
instability in buccal mucosal cells. 
In order to better understand the mechanisms by which

exposure to pesticides interferes with the biological
machinery closely related to cell death, cytotoxicity was
also evaluated in this setting. Among the parameters chosen
for this purpose, pyknosis and karyolysis did not
significantly differ between the two groups. However, a
significant increase of karyorrhexis was detected in the
buccal mucosal of banana farm workers. These results are
in agreement with previous studies conducted by Benedeti
et al. (25) and Kausar et al. (26), since they also identified
an increase of meta-nuclear changes indicative of
cytotoxicity in the oral mucosa of individuals exposed to
pesticides. Nevertheless, others did not find any differences
for this parameter of cell death in floriculturists (27).
Overall, such findings suggest two important aspects that
merit discussion: The first concern is due to the fact that
pesticides appear to be capable of inducing cell death, as
seems to be demonstrated by these results. The second
finding is that karyolysis is closely associated with necrosis
(28). Therefore, exposure to pesticides appears to be able
to induce cellular death by necrosis. Taken as a whole,
these data support the idea that the initiation-promotion
process of carcinogenesis can be established in oral cells
from banana farm workers, including individuals highly
susceptible to chronic-degenerative diseases.
In conclusion, the results of the present study suggest that

banana farm workers comprise a high-risk group for
carcinogenesis, as revealed by micronucleus assay in buccal
mucosal cells. This highlights the need to evaluate the side-
effects on health induced by occupational exposure to
pesticides. Overall, these professionals should be examined
regularly in order to prevent several diseases related to
continuous chemical exposure.
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