
OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH

Workers have a r ig h t  to know the nature o f  hazards a ssoc ia ted  w ith  th e ir  work 
ou t there is  no law which s ta te s  that they do have a r ig h t  to  th is  in fo rm a tion . 
Many employers .blame 'a cc id en t proneness' fo r  in d u s tr ia l accidents and take no 
r e s p o n s ib il ity  f o r  the h ea lth  and s a fe ty  o f  t h e ir  workers. But no amount o f  
care on the p a rt  o f  the worker can e lim in a te  a l l  the e f fe c t s  o f  exposure to 
harmful substances; nor can workers be blamed fo r  broken-down machinery, 
unsafe storage o f  goods, crowded a is le s  o r  s lip p e ry  f lo o r s .

Although some cortpanies have adopted s tr in g en t s a fe ty  programmes , many content 
themselves w ith  p u ttin g  up a few posters (in  English  on ly ) o r  o f f e r in g  a few 
rewards fo r  low acciden t ra te s . There is  almost no induction  tra in in g  o r  
warning o f  p o te n t ia l hazards; lim ite d  access to  medical s t a f f ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  
fo r  s h i f t  w orkers; and no involvem ent o f  workers in  s a fe ty  management.

During tne la s t  few years women have not su ffe re d  any fa t a l  accidents bu t, 
although the p rop ortion  o f  accidents su ffe red  by men is  approxim ately three 
times th a t s u ffe re d  by women, the occupational h ea lth  problems o f  men and women 
do not d i f f e r  g r e a t ly .  Types and s it e s  o f  occu pationa l in ju r ie s  are s im ila r ; 
most accidents occur on Mondays and decrease s e q u en tia lly  through the week.
Y et few p reven tiv e  measures are taken by employers. Too o fte n  workers are 
l e f t  to d iscover the r isk s  fo r  themselves -  as a r e s u lt  o f  in ju ry .

Management are re lu c ta n t to  implement r e a l s a fe ty  measures because o f  the 
costs in vo lved . They p r e fe r  to  take cheap and easy steps (e .g .  req u ir in g  
workers to use ear muffs o r  re sp ira to rs ) ra ther than remove the source o f  the 
hazard and/or redesign  p la n t layout.

S P E C IA L  P R O B L E M S O F  WOMEN WO EKE P S

1. P ro te c t iv e  L e g is la t io n : Most women workers are new covered by sp ec ia l
p ro te c t iv e  le g is la t io n  because o f  th e ir  ch ild b earin g  fu nction . In t e r ­

n a tion a l Labor O rgan iza tion  Conventions p ro h ib it  or l im i t  the employment o f  
women w ith  ce rta in  chemicals -  lead , benzine, io n iz in g  ra d ia t io n s . I f  th is  
work is  r e a l ly  dangerous, p ro te c t iv e  le g is la t io n  should be extended to men. 
Sperm counts can be low ered "and sperm damage may g ive  r is e  to  s t e r i l i t y ,  
m iscarriages and b ir tn  d e fe c t s ” . (1 )
L i t t l e  research has been dene in to  w ork -re la ted  menstrual problems although 
the Encyclopaedia o f  Occupational Health & S a fe ty  l i s t s  p o te n t ia l causes 
such as abnormal postu res , low frequency/high amplitude v ib ra t io n s , e f fe c t s  
o f  ion iz in g . ra d ia t io n s , o rgan ic  so lven ts  and heavy metals and n ic o tin e  
po ison ing ( f o r  workers in  the tcbacco industry) .
Many employers use p ro te c t iv e  le g is la t io n  such as that l im it in g  the w eigh t 
which may be- l i f t e d  by women to  d iscrim in a te  aga inst them. A recen t 
decis ion  by Commissioner Holmes shows th a t d iscrim in a tion  can extend to  
tne h icnest p u b lic  a u th o r it ie s : " . . th e re  is  a lso  work o f  a p h y s ica l
nature which I  suggest would n o t be undertaken by a woman".
Y e t rssear c h (2 ) C3) has shown th a t muscle strength  and ph ys ica l endurance 
depend more on ph ys io logy  tnan on sex. In any case, i f  w eights are too  
neavy to be l i f t e d  by one woman, they should not be l i f t e d  by one man.

INDUSTRIAL ACCIDENTS
Table I By s i t e o f  in ju ry By acciden t fa c to r Table I I

Male Female Male Female

Trunk 28.31 22.84 Machinery 7.6 11.69
Arm 12.76 21.87 F a llin g , tr ip p in g 22.5 24.50
Hand 25.36 27.01 S tra in  in  handling 26.95 32.68
Leg 16.02 14.55 Struck by o b je c t 14.99 7.4

Table I I  snows th a t the la rg e s t  number o f  workers ' compensation claims 
re s u lt  from s tra in  in  handling o b je c ts . These include sprains and hern ias .
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2. F a tigu e : The g rea te s t  h ea lth  r isk  fo r  women is  re la te d  to  fa t igu e . Women
in  tiie w ork force do two jobs -  pa id  a t work and unpaid a t home. They have

l i t t l e  time to  prepare adequate n u tr it io n a l meals and they are re lu c tan t to  
seek medical advice because they have l i t t l e  time and fe a r  the expense.
Studies by the ILO have shown that working mothers have le s s  than tw oth irds o f  
tne fre e  time en joyed oy th e ir  husbands. Even when working fu llt im e  women 
fe e l  compelled (and s o c ie ty  pressures them) to  devote a la rg e  p a r t  o f  th e ir  
spare t in e  to  fam ily  <znores(4).

3. M ineral Dust Poisons : Of more v i t a l  concern than loss o f  le is u re  is  the
a c t iv e  th rea t to  the h ea lth  o f  women who l i v e  w ith  men who work at asbestos

o r  s i l i c a  p la n ts . Asbestos and o tn er m ineral dusts are absorbed by the 
w orkers' c lo th in g  and can cause lung cancer not o i ly  to  the workers but a lso 
to  people l i v in g  in  the same house. At le a s t  the workers are covered by 
workers ' compensation bu t th ere  is  no such cover fo r  th e ir  fa m ilie s .

4. R e ta il Sales W orkers: A survey by the Austra lian  Workers' Union in to  the
hea lth  o f  i t s  women menbers has shown th a t most s u f fe r  from poor hea lth  -

43 percen t su ffe re d  from brea th lessn ess , 40 percen t had l w  back p a in s , 38 
percen t nad tension  headaches and 24 percen t showed signs o f  a r th r i t is  and 
rheumatism. Many had high b lood  pressu re, hearing and v isu a l de fects  and 
re sp ira to ry  problems. Many o f  these hea lth  problems are a ttr ib u ta b le  to  the 
worry o f  job s e cu r ity  and la ck  o f  job s a t is fa c t io n . Wearly 65 percen t o f  
employed women work as 'c a su a ls ' w ithout ho liday  o r  s ick  pay.

5. Migrant Women Factory W orkers: A study o f  m igrant woman in  industry (5 )
found that many o f  them work under poor conditions in  terms o f  tem perature,

n o is e , odour, p h ys ica l danger, v e n t i la t io n , p o llu t io n  and l ig h t in g  -  p a r t ic u ­
la r ly  in  small fa c to r ie s .  Women surveyed complained o f  headaches, sore eyes , 
chest conpla in ts and aching le g s . Many stood a l l  day on damp concrete flo o rs  
which increased  the l ik e l ih o o d  o f  va r icose  ve in s . Sore eyes were caused by 
inadequate l ig h t in g  w h ile  concen tra tin g  on 'f id d ly  d e t a i l '  work. Women a lso 
conplained about accidents a t work due to  the lack o f  m u ltilin gu a l s a fe ty  
signs and the d i f f i c u l t y  o f  r e c e iv in g  medical a tten tio n .

6. P ie ce  Work/Bonus System s: The 'in c e n t iv e ' o f  piecework has been described
as a source o f  back in ju ryC S j. Women working under these systems complain

o f  the pressure and com petition  which g ive  r is e  to  many nervous con p la in ts . 
Management s a fe ty  experts  sometimes p o in t out th a t p iece-w orkers remove sa fe ty  
guards from th e ir  machines to  in crease production bu t i t  is  the company which 
se ts  the rate/speed so high th a t workers have to  endanger themselves to  earn 
a l i v in g  wage. The speed-up o f  the production l in e ,  compulsory overtim e and 
monotony produce tension  and exhaustion which in crease the acc id en t ra te .
As w e l l  as these genera l hazards women working in  the t e x t i l e  and c lo th in g  
industry can con tra c t d erm a titis  through chemicals in  the m ateria ls  ( 7) .

7. T en osyn ov it is : This cond ition  has been described  as a major cause o f
accidents re s u lt in g  in  lo s t  t im e (8,) . Table I  shows the la rg e  percen tage o f  
accidents to hands and arms. The symptom o f  ten osyn ov itis  is  sw e llin g  o f  
tendons, g en e ra lly  in  arms o r  w r is ts . I t  is  caused by processes in v o lv in g  
very rap id , r e p e t i t iv e  hand movements, p a r t ic u la r ly  w ith  sm all work p ieces  - 
the s o r t  o f  work a t which women are supposed to  e x c e l,  eg on production  lin es  
o r  in  o f f i c e s  as key punch operators o r  ty p is ts . The lik e l ih o o d  o f  develop­
in g  th is  cond ition  is  in creased  by production in cen tives  and oyertim e which 
encourage excess ive  use o f  muscles, poor design , bad s e a t in g , in experien ce 
and the use o f  unsu itable to o ls  req u ir in g  an unnecessarily  t ig h t  g r ip . Most 
too ls  are designed for/by men and are not s a t is fa c to r y  fo r  r e p e t i t iv e  use by 
women.

8. The Myth o f  L igh t Work: Much o f  the b o rin g  r e p e t i t iv e  work done by women
is  c lassed  as ' l i g h t  w o rk '. Although the t o ta l  ph ys ica l e f f o r t  requ ired

may be low , the r e p e t i t iv e  nature o f  the task can concentrate the load  on to 
p a r t ic u la r  muscle groups o r  body elements w ith  a cumulative e f f e c t  which, 
over a p e r iod  o f  time, leads to  in ju ry .
An u n sk illed  m igrant worker who is  to ld  by a doctor th a t she must work on ly  
on ' l i g h t  duties ' .w i l l ,  find- i t  .'almost, in p oss ib le  to  find, a lte rn a t iv e  
enployment i f  she is  unable to  perform  constant m anipu lative tasks.
P rod u c tion -lin e  work i s  extrem ely fru s tra t in g  and b o rin g . Many women are 
employed as fragmented labour. They learn  a sm all p a r t  o f  a jc b , such as 
ca k e - ic in g , ra th er than a fu l ly  s k i l l e d  job such as pastry -cook in g . They are 
th e re fo re  le s s  l ik e ly  than men to  acquire a t o ta l  s k i l l  which would enable 
them to  assume more respon s ib le  work a t h igh er rates o f  pay.
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9. S h i f t  W orkers: Sh iftw ork is  probably the worst o f  a l l  work patterns in
rerms o f  damage to p h ys ica l, mental and s o c ia l w e llb e in g . Many women work

on la te  s h ift s  so th e ir  husbands can look a f t e r  the ch ild ren . A survey in  
131A(9) found that the husbands o f  24.6 percen t o f  working mothers locked 
a ft e r  the ch ildren  w h ile  the mothers were a t  work compared to  only 15.8 per­
cent who r e l ie d  on ch ild-m inding centres o r  r e la t iv e s .  S h i f t  workers s u f fe r  
from s leep  d ep riva tion  and constipa tion  and th is work p a rtem  p laces a heavy 
burden on fam ily l i f e ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  fo r  women. Workers who have accidents 
w h ile  working la te  s h ift s  do not have access to company medical s t a f f  who 
work only during the day. I f  a dispute a rises  union o rgan ize rs , who work 
'norm al' hours, cannot be c a lle d  in . These problems in crease the incidence 
o f  nervous d isorders and u lcers compared to  those su ffe red  by day workers.

10. Outworkers : Women make up the m a jority  o f  these g ross ly  e x p lo ite d
workers. Outworkers are not unionized and the very mention o f  -unions

would probably r e s u lt  in  th reats to the woman's job. The employer has no 
overhead expenses and pays lew wages and there is  no fa c to ry  in sp ec to r  to  see 
that guards are p laced  on machines.

11. Hazards o f  Pack ing: In V ic to r ian  supermarkets and pre-pack areas a
common method o f  packing meat is  by wrapping i t  in  p la s t ic  p o ly v in y l­

ch lorid e  f i lm  which i s  cut w ith  a hot w ire . This g ives  o f f  a poisonous 
vapour which has been is o la te d  as the cause o f  asthma and o th er re sp ira to ry  
d isorders reported  by women meat-packers/wrappers.

12. O ff ic e  W orkers: Sven in  the seem ingly clean c le r ic a l  and s e rv ic e  f ie ld s
where_ most women work there are hazards which include exposure to  n o is e , 
s o lv en ts , fumes, ph o to sen s itive  paper, high in te n s ity  l i g h t ,  u l t r a v io le t  and 
in  fra -ra d ia t io n  and e le c t r ic a l  hazards. Most o f f i c e  workers are ignoran t o f  
the p o te n tia l dangers o f  the machines they use and employers take no troub le  
to  exp la in  ('10,1 .
Duplicators and photocop iers are o ften  housed in  sm all, b a d ly -v e n t ila te d  
areas and some women work these machines continuously. Most chemicals used 
fo r  dup licators and photocop iers contain  organ ic so lven ts but they seldom 
bear warning la b e ls  althougn most are poisonous and continued exposure over 
long periods o f  time -  p a r t ic u la r ly  in  poorly  v e n t ila te d  areas -  could have 
detrim ental a f fe c ts  on the workers in vo lved . Apart from liq u id  chem icals, 
trea ted  photocopying paper, type cleaners and erasers can cause .d e rm a tit is .
Mew processes and chemicals are constan tly  be ing  in troduced and perhaps 
cortpanies do not take time to  research poss ib le  harmful e f f e c t s ,  given  the 
conditions under which they w i l l  probably be used.
There is  l i t t l e  in form ation  a va ila b le  about hea lth  hazards in  o f f ic e s .  One 
reason could be that many o f f i c e  jobs have a high turnover ra te . A person 
exposed to to x ic  chemicals could change jobs se ve ra l times b e fo re  symptoms 
appear. Women s u ffe r in g  from chronic chest complaints would be u n like ly  
to connect these symptoms w ith  a job h e ld  years b e fo re .
Most women in  o f f ic e s  s u f fe r  from the same coirplaints as fa c to ry  workers.- 
general fa t igu e , muscle fa t ig u e , ten o syn o v it is , aye s t r a in , headaches and 
mental s tra in  from n o is e , monotony o f  tasks, speed-up, working overtim e. 
S e c re ta r ie s , ty p is ts , key punch operators develop back s tra in  because they 
are requ ired  to  s i t  fo r  many hours in  uncomfortable non-adj us tab le  chairs.
They cannot put th e ir  fe e t  up on the desk l ik e  the boss and the desks 
p rov ided  fo r  them d o n 't  have fo o t  res ts .

13. Nurses : Many nurses are fo rced  to  g ive  up nursing through i l ln e s s  -
mostly caused by back in ju r ie s .  l i f t i n g  aids are seldom a va ilab le

and chronic shortage o f  s t a f f  means that p a tien ts  are o ften  l i f t e d  by one 
nurse. The 'p r o te c t iv e ' le g is la t io n  on maximum perm issable weights is  
c e r ta in ly  not en forced  fo r  nurses.
Operating theatre nurses are ejposed to  such hazards as exp los ive  flammable 
agents, ra d ia t io n , e le c tro cu tio n , in fe c t io n  and d erm a titis . Chemicals 
from anasthetic gases can increase the incidence o f  m iscarriages, con gen ita l 
de fects  and i n f e r t i l i t y (11) .

" T H A T ' S  W OMEN ' S  WORK 1 "

Most women work in  jobs de fin ed  as 'women's work' -  ch aracterized  by low pay, 
low s ta tu s , lack  o f  job s a t is fa c t io n ,  l i t t l e  recogn ition  and s tress  caused 
by the lo w - s k i l l ,  dem oralizing routine nature o f  the work. Women are under­
u t i l i z e d  in  terms o f  s k i l l  and educational achievement. The Royal Commission 
on Austra lian  Government Adm inistration  found that women are predominantly
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in  occupations which o f f e r  low er rewards and lim ite d  career prospects and in  
the th ird  d iv is io n  o f  the Commonwealth Pu b lic  S erv ice  women have a h igher 
p roportion  o f  degrees than men but serve lon ger b e fo re  ob ta in ing  prom otion.

Women return ing to  the w orkforce a f t e r  ra is in g  th e ir  fa m ilie s  lade confidence 
and have to  adjust to the double r e s p o n s ib il ity  o f  job and fam ily . Beth can 
cause s tra in  and doubt and women o ften  need advice about career planning and 
s p e c ia l cou n se llin g  to ra is e  th e ir  se lf-e s teem .

WHAT CAN U N IO N S D3 ?

1. Ensure that workers are given proper job t ra in in g , p a r t ic u la r ly  r e la t in g  
to  occupational dangers, p ro te c t iv e  c lo th in g  and sa fe ty  equipment.

2. Encourage the establishm ent o f  h ea lth  and s a fe ty  committees a t  every  
work p lace  to ensure th a t s a fe ty  regu lations are observed, these commit­
tees to have the r ig h t  to accompany fa c to ry  inspecto rs  on in spec tion s.

3. See that migrants have adequate job o r ien ta t io n  -  in  th e ir  own language.

4. Ensure that a l l  union members are inform ed about the main p rov is ion s  o f  
the Workers' Compensation Act - p a r t ic u la r ly  migrants who are disadvan­
taged because o f  th e ir  lack o f  knowledge o f  E nglish .

5. F igh t delays in  compensation payments which aggravate i l ln e s s  through 
w orry.

6. Undertake research on workers ' h ea lth  problems, p a r t ic u la r ly  those 
re la te d  to  s h i f t  work.

7. P oo l union resources to  s e t  up mobile medical c l in ic s  to screen workers 
upon recru itm ent and to  monitor hazards and the e f f e c t  o f  ce rta in  
substances and to  a c t as a p reven tive  cen tre.

8. Run courses on s a fe ty  and occupational h ea lth .

9. Press fo r  implementation o f  e f f e c t iv e  noise le g is la t io n  to p reven t 
permanent impairment o f  w orkers ' hearing by in d u s tr ia l deafness.

10. F igh t fo r  the e lim in a tion  o f e x p lo ita t iv e  piecework systems and fo r  
ro ta t io n  o f  r e p e t i t iv e  tasks.

11. S tr iv e  fo r  an e f f e c t iv e  system o f  r e h a b ilita t io n  fo r  in ju red  workers. 
Curren tly  no vo ca tion a l help is  o f fe r e d . Such a scheme should 
include English  lessons fo r  migrants as, w ithout E nglish , they are 
v ir tu a l ly  barred  from a l l  but process work.

J. £ J* £

"Management z^^iciejicy ncccE^akily involves z^^cicncu  
to  maize pko^Lti - an atm which id neve,t compatible with, 
the in d u iiA ia l -ia^ziy o£ wonkefu, .” (12)
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