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O C C U P A T I O N A L  H E A L TH -  P A R T  I I  

O c c u p a t i o n a l  H e a l t h  H a z a r d s  f o r  P r e g n a n t  Women

A recent decis ion  by General Motors in  Canada has p ro h ib ited  " f e r t i l e "  
women from working in  i t s  b a tte ry  p lan t because o f  fe a r  th a t lead-ox ide 
em issions in  the o la n t could lead  to  b ir th  d e fe c ts . This means th at women 

e ith e r  have to  prove they are s t e r i l e  o r  be tran s fe rred  to  another job - 
perhaps w ith  less  pay. Yet i t  has been shown th at male - as w e l l  as female 
reproductive systems are a ffe c te d  by lead  and chemical emissions(17 Not 
on ly is  the issue o f  c i v i l  l ib e r ty  in vo lved  but employers have begun to 
d iscrim inate against a l l  women who ju s t p oss ib ly  might be f e r t i l e  instead  
o f  making the work p laces sa fe  fo r  a l l  workers.

In 1925 w itnesses at the Commonwealth Royal Commission on Health s ta ted  
that adolescent g ir ls  working in  fa c to r ie s  were p a r t ia l ly  su scep tib le  to  
gyn aeco log ica l ailments and problems assoc ia ted  w ith  c h ild b ir th  because the 
work they did was too heavy. They were g en era lly  so d e b i l i t a te d  by the 
time they m arried th at tro u b le - fre e  pregnancies were r a r e .^ j

In 1927 the V ic to r ia n  Government appointed a s p e c ia l committee to  enquire 
in to  the fo llo w in g  conditions at H. V. McKay P ty . Ltd. a t Sunshine:

" ( a )  I f  the employment o f  females in such in du str ies  is  l ik e ly  to 
be in ju riou s  to  the health  o f  the w orkers;

(b) I f  there is  any o th er s u f f ic ie n t  reason, apart from the e f f e c t
o f  the work done on the health  o f  the workers, why females should 
not be employed in  such i n d u s t r i e s (3 )

Not only was i t  recommended th a t women could be employed but th a t they 
should be pa id  the male occupational ra te . These recommendations were 
accepted by management and unions.

Since th is  time lim ited  research has been undertaken in to  to x ic  substances, 
p a r t ic u la r ly  those harmful to  pregnant women. However women have been 
moving in to  the workforce in  in creas in g  nuitbers - many in to  p o te n t ia l ly  
dangerous in du str ies  where l i t t l e  in form ation  is  a va ila b le  about sa fe ty  
precautions and the dangerous m ateria ls  w ith  which they work.

With the in f lu x  o f  women in to  the workforce during the Second World War 
the U.S. Department o f  Labor published a guide to  "Maternal P o lic y  in  
Industry" . This p o lic y  is  im portant in  l ig h t  o f  current demands fo r  
m aternity and p a te rn ity  leave b e in g  taken up by unions. I t  reads:

" The m a jo r ity  o f  working women are in  the c h ild -b e a r in g  years and 
the experience  o f  some employers w ith  women workers causes them a 
b i t  o f  p a n ic  in  the face  o f  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  tha t they s ca rce ly  know 
how to  handle. I t  is  the usual p ra c t ic e  in  p la n ts  n o t to  h ire  
women who are known to  be pregnant, and i t  is  almost equ a lly  common 
to  d ischarge them as soon as pregnancy is  d iscovered . Such a p o l ic y ,  
however, encourages women to  conceal th e i r  pregnancy as lon g  as 
p o s s ib le . Under such circum stances a woman may con tinue  to  work 
at a jo b  o r  in  a p la ce  tha t o f fe r s  cons id erab le  hazard to  h e r  h ea lth  
and s a fe ty . M oreover, the f i r s t  th ree  months o f  pregnancy, which 
are the most e a s ily  concea led , are a lso  more p reca riou s  than the  
n ex t th ree  months. At th is  e a r ly  date , then , women p a r t ic u la r ly  
need p r o t e c t i o n b u t ,  unless th e re  is  a p o l ic y  in  the p la n t tha t 
w il l  encourage them to  re p o rt  t h e i r  c o n d it io n , they cannot a va il 
themsel ves o f  o r o te c t io n . ” (4 )
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The P o lic y  fu rth er  recommended the importance o f  judging each case in d iv i 
d u a lly , " th e  types o f  jobs th a t shou ld  be avoided because o f  dancer o f  
p h y s ica l s tra in  o r  in ju ry  from  t o x ic  substances, the p re se rva tio n  o f  s e n io r ity  
r ig h ts ,  the op p o rtu n ity  to  re tu rn  to  the jo b  . . . " (5 )

Although the r ig h t  fo r  pregnant women to  work was guaranteed in  some countries 
as e a r ly  as 1907, i t  appears th a t th is  r ig h t  may be re lin qu ish ed  desp ite  a n ti-  
d iscrim in ation  le g is la t io n .  In fa c t  employers have already s ta ted  th e ir  
in ten tion  to  d iscrim inate aga in st women workers. A survey by the V ic to r ia n  
Chamber o f  Manufactures found th a t 21 percen t o f  employers intended to  reduce 
th e ir  female work force on the in trodu ction  o f  unpaid m aternity leave  and 
61 p er  cent i f  pa id  leave  were in troduced.

Pregnant women workers may need some s p e c ia l consideration  bu t, l ik e  other 
forms o f  'p ro te c t iv e  l e g is la t io n ' , i t  should not be used to  d iscrim in ate 
aga inst a l l  women in  the ch ild -b ea rin g  years (15 to  45) . Id e a lly  women 
should be encouraged to  rep o rt pregnancy e a r ly  and be able to  tra n s fe r  to 
another area where they would not be exposed to p o te n t ia l ly  to x ic  chemicals 
o r  hazardous con d ition s. I t  would be u n lik e ly  fo r  a company to  requ ire  a 
man who had had a heart attack to  do heavy p h ys ica l work o r  to  ejqpect a small 
l i g h t ly - b u i l t  man to  l i f t  heavy o b je c ts .

Tox ic  Chemicals

Various to x ic  substances and hazardous working conditions are kncwn to  a f fe c t  
the g e n ita l systems o f  men and women. Not only can they damage a foetus 
w h ile  ca rr ied  by a woman but they can cause t e s t ic u la r  atrophy in  males which 
may be permanent. S tu d ies (6 j by the U.S. N a tion a l In s t itu te  fo r  Occupational 
S a fe ty  and Health (NIOSH) revea led  a 25 percen t increase  in  the incidence o f  
b ir th  d e fec ts  among ch ildren  bom  to  w ives o f  male operating  room personnel. 
Women working in  operating  theatres risk  spontaneous abortions and b ir th  
de fec ts  in  th e ir  ch ild ren ; y e t  few h osp ita ls  are equipped w ith  adequate 
gas - re moval de v i ces .

Other research (7 j has shown causes o f  some cancer in  o ffs p r in g  can be traced  
to  the paren ts ' occupation; e .g .  working w ith  hydrocarbons o r a lk y la t in g  
agents now in  ex ten s ive  use in  the c lo th in g  and t e x t i le  in d u str ies  o r  to  
chemicals taken by the mother, e .g .  d ie th y ls t i lb e s t e r o l .

Chemicals en te r in g  the pregnant woman by in g e s t io n , in h a la tion  o r  skin absorp
tion  w i l l  u lt im a te ly  be found in  the foe tu s . The Encyclopaedia o f  
Occupational Health and Safety^#.) l i s t s  a number o f  substances which are 
harmful to  pregnant workers. Among them

" ( i )  N ico tin e  is  a hazard fo r  women in  the tobacco industry . Chronic 
n ico tin e  poison ing causes menstrual d isorders and may induce 
s t e r i l i t y .  N ico tin e  penetrates the p lacen ta  and d isturbs fo e ta l  
development, causing spontaneous abortion , premature b ir th s ,  mal
formations o r  death o f  the foetu s.

( i i )  A v a r ie ty  o f  o rgan ic  so lven ts  such as benzine , to lu en e , ketones, 
a lcoh o ls , e s te rs  may be the cause o f  g e n ita l system d isorders in  
women; benzene, in  p a r t ic u la r ,  is  h igh ly  to x ic  and pregnant 
women are h igh ly  su scep tib le  to  i t s  a c tion . I t  penetra tes the 
p lacen ta  and o ften  term inates pregnancy and causes s t i l l b i r t h s ."  (8 )

Although some te ra to g en ic  substances - those substances which can cause 
abnorm alities in  o f fs p r in g  - are known, l i t t l e  o r  no knowledge is  a va ila b le  
on what concentration  o f  a te ra to g en ic  agent the embryo or foetus can 
to le r a te  b e fo re  damage occurs.

Teratogenesis is  an acute to x ic o lo g ic  phenomenon req u ir in g  only short or 
instantaneous exposure to  produce the p a th o log ic  re s u lt  in  a r e la t iv e ly  
sh ort tim e. Very few substances have been s tu d ied  fo r  th e ir  te ra tog en ic  
e f fe c t s  but some known ones are lead , benzene, ca rb a ry l, carbon te t r a 
ch lo r id e , paraquat, mercury, m alth ion , cyanide, formaldehyde, flu o r in e  e tc .
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Some e f fe c t s  o f  dangerous substances encountered by workers emerge in  th e ir  
o f fs p r in g  years la t e r  as behaviou ral problems. Research in to  behaviou ral 
to x ic o lo gy  is  on ly in i t s  in fancy but i t  appears th at longterm , lo w - le v e l 
exposure to  some chemicals can cause subtle changes in  the function in g  o f  
the b ra in  and nervous system, ' - i  Id e a lly  no worker should be exposed to  
p o te n t ia l ly  harmful chemicals u n t il te s ts  have been made to  prove th e ir  
sa fe ty  but most workers are ign oran t o f  the hazards. I t  should be the 
e itp loy e r 's  r e s p o n s ib il ity  to  in form  workers o f  p o te n t ia l hazards and 
precau tions. I t  is  the government's r e s p o n s ib il ity  to  research the to x ic  
e f fe c t s  o f  in d u s tr ia l chemicals and to  in s is t  th at substances causing b ir th  
d e fec ts  o r  m iscarriages should be id e n t i f ie d  and la b e lle d  as such.

The O i l ,  Chemical and Atomic Workers (AFL-C IO ) In te rn a tio n a l Union have 
published a guide to  th e ir  women members. I t  says:

"When a woman is  pregnant the h ea lth  hazards to which she is  exposed 
are a th re a t t o  h e r c h i ld  as w e ll as to h e r s e lf .  T o x ic  substances 
th a t e n te r h e r b loodstream  are tra n sm itted  to the fe tu s  . . . She 
must avoid  even sm all exposures to  t o x ic  substances . . . And, most 
im p o r ta n t ly , she must have a clause in  h e r co n tra c t tha t p ro te c ts  h er  
r ig h t  to  tra n s fe r  to  a s a fe r  p a r t  o f  the p la n t w ithou t loss  o f  pay o r  
s e n io r ity  . . . f o r  the dura tion  o f  the pregnancy . . . The c o n tra c t  
shou ld  a lso  re q u ire  the la b e l l in g  o f  substances known to  be tera togens  
and a b o r t i fa c ie n ts . No woman should  eve r have to  choose between h er  
jo b  s e c u r ity  and h e r  baby's h e a lth ."  (10)

Physica l Agents

The ph ys ica l environment can also be harmful to  women and men workers. 
Although the e f f e c t  o f  heat causing 'gonadic in s u f f ic ie n c y ' and reduced 
f e r t i l i t y  in  men has been w e l l  documented, (11) the e f f e c t  on pregnant women 
has not been so w e ll  s tu d ied . Low-frequency, high-am plitude v ib ra tion s  
can lead  to  p h y s io lo g ic a l conditions which may cause menstrual d isorders , 
spontaneous abortions and premature b ir th s . (12)

The e f fe c t s  o f  io n iz in g  rad ia tion s on the reproductive system and pregnancy 
have long been knewn. The U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission has proposed 
issu in g  sp ec ia l warnings to  women o f  ch ild -b ea rin g  age bu t,so  fa r  as is  
knewn, no action  has y e t  been taken. Apparently no thought has been given 
to  reducing the rad ia tion  dose fo r  a l l  workers.

In fe c t io n

Nurses, teachers , labora to ry  and a g r ic u ltu ra l workers are in  constant 
con tact w ith  p o te n t ia l in fe c t io n s  -  ru b e lla  and in fe c t io u s  hepatitus b e in g  
the most common.

Research Needed

Lim ited research and inadequate s t a t is t i c s  have made the study o f  pregnant 
women's occupational hea lth  problems d i f f i c u l t .  Unions should pressure 
governments to c o l le c t  more p re c is e  in form ation  on the numbers and occupa
tions o f  parents in vo lved  in  spontaneous abortions, s t i l lb i r t h s  and con
g en ita l m alform ations. One study has in d ica ted  th at w ives o f  v in y l 
ch lo rid e  workers had tw ice as many m iscarriages and s t i l lb i r t h s  as the 
w ives o f  workers who d id  not handle the m ateria l. (13) Y e t there is  no 
compensation programme to  cover these women.

WHAT UNIONS CAN DO

1. Ensure that research is  undertaken in to  p o te n t ia l ly  harmful chemicals 
and working con d ition s , e .g .  n o is e , v ib ra t io n , heat s tress  and, par
t ic u la r ly  , new substances which may have te ra to g en ic , mutagenic o r  
carc in ogen ic  e f f e c t s .



/  /

I. Is. s u n  chat ocvem  ren ts m onitor the occurrence o f  b ir th  d e fec ts  in
defrr.ed geograph ical areas to ascerta in  the e f f e c t  o f  lo c a l in d u s try ^

4. Add to Logs o f  Claims :

(a ) Free pregnancy te s t in g

(b ) Re-assignment w ithou t loss  o f  pay o r  s e n io r ity

( c) (as per U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission gu id e lin es )
. th at " d is a b i l i t i e s  caused by o r  assoc ia ted  w ith  pregnancy, 

m iscarr iage , abortion  and ch ild b ir th  must be considered temporary 
d is a b i l i t ie s  and trea ted  as such . . "

( d) Employers to  in form  workers (m igrants in  th e ir  own language) 
o f  p o te n t ia l hazards and precautions

(e ) Employers to  la b e l a l l  harmful substances and s itu a tion s  and 
make every e f f o r t  to  exclude unsafe s itu a tio n s .
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