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Melody Kemp is a most engaging woman. 
An Australian, she has spent a lot of time of the 
seven years she lived m Asia in working to make 
life for women workers in particular better and 
fairer. 

A year ago, Melody retreated to Bali to write 
a book. Despite splitting her time between writ­
ing and working part time in public health, her 
allegiance is to occupational health, and she con­
tinues to battle anybody who gives women and 
workers a raw deal. 

Melody has written training programs for 
women industrial workers, and her latest offer­
ing is Working For Life, a book that contains the 
knowledge, both technical and strategic, that she 
gained from many years of practicing occupa­
tional health. Here, listen as she speaks. 

O c c u p a t i o n a l h e a l t h i s the 
art of prevent ion. It is the 
a r t o f p r e v e n t i n g i l l n e s s 
a n d in jury a r i s i n g from the 
p r o c e s s o f w o r k a n d t h e 
mater ia l s used . 

The emphas i s is on heal th 
a n d not on i l lness . We cannot underes t imate the 
ser iousness of work as a cause of death and i l l hea l th 
in any c o m m u n i t y . I recently read that the n u m b e r 
of workers who died i n A u s t r a l i a due to o c cupa ­
t ional factors was m u c h greater than the n u m b e r 
of those k i l l ed on the road in any one y e a r — t h i n k of 

Luz Maria Martinez 

al l those lives l os t !—and in this count ry w h i c h has 
excellent leg is lat ion, work pract ices a n d trade u n ­
ion involvement. 1 hate to t h i n k how m a n y workers 
are k i l l ed or in jured i n th is part of the wor ld—there 
they are, suppor t ing economic growth. How many 
die for progress? 

As women's roles have changed in response to 
economic change, development ass i s tance has not 
kept up . Women 's hea l th is st i l l largely defined by 
the development agencies i n light of their reproduc­
tive ro le—a sort of u te rus on legs app roach—ra the r 
t h a n by their needs c h a n g i n g th rough the ir eco­
nomic life cycle. Increasingly , women 's hea l th and 
lives in general are be ing inf luenced by occupat i ona l 
factors. In fact, a lot of reproduct ive outcomes are 
also inf luenced by occupa t i ona l factors, but the em­
phas i s is st i l l on pub l i c hea l th and not on what the 
hippies wou ld ca l l a hol ist ic model . 

Th i s "monster " cal led deve lopment ca l l s on gov­
e r n m e n t s i n the m a j o r i t y w o r l d to f o c u s o n 
indust r ia l i za t i on an d part ic ipate i n the g lobal izat ion 
of trade. Th i s is the way out of poverty we are told, 
though the da ta shows th is is patent ly false and 
only resul ts in the po lar i sa t ion of society. Everyone 
ta lks about the impor tance of s t ru c tu ra l ad justment 
but no one ta lks about the imp l i ca t i on of a l l these 
changes. C a p i t a l i s m , as y ou know, has no ethics. 

Sudden ly , we are mov ing people from a n agrar­
ian economy into a n indust r ia l i z ed economy without 
any of the contro ls that Europe took over 300 years 
to develop. Count r i e s of A s i a are m a k i n g the mas-

72 Women in Action No. 2, 1996 



sive i n d u s t r i a l leap w i thou t a n y of the h is tory , 
mode ls of c lass warfare or any of the l ea rn ing about 
i n d u s t r i a l cu l ture that Europe , the Amer i cas and 
Au s t r a l i a have h a d to dea l w i th . In add i t i on , the 
labor movement in m a n y of these Newly Indust r ia l ­
i s ing Coun t r i e s is repressed and fragmented. There 
are. few checks a nd balances. 

At the beg inn ing of the Indust r ia l Revolut ion, 
hea l th haza rds were pretty s imple . B u t now the 
haza rds are very complex. The difference between 
the chemica l s used by 17th century workers a n d 
the chemica l s used by workers today is ha i r ra is­
i ng ! T h e s a m e is t rue w i t h m o d e r n i n d u s t r i a l 
technology. In the early days of the Indust r ia l Revo­
lu t i on , they were dea l ing w i th th ings they pretty 
m u c h knew, a n d they had time to discover th ings 
l ike cancer of the s c r o tum in ch imney-sweeps , t ime 
to discover r a d i u m a n d the cancer hazard to the 
women w a t c h m a k e r s who pa inted it on watch d i ­
a l s . B u t today , e s t ima t e s say tha t 2 , 0 0 0 new 
chemica l s come into the marke t everyday. Wha t 
I'm say ing is indus t r i a l i za t i on is not a theme park 
out of D i sney l and . It hu r t s a n d injures people. It's 
time we started pay ing at tent ion to it. 

• • • 

It i s t e l l i ng tha t I, as a n o c c u p a t i o n a l h e a l t h 
exper t , c a n n o t f ind wo rk i n one of the mos t 
rap id ly i ndus t r i a l i s ing regions in the wor ld. Some 

of that is due to the l inger ing gender divide a n d the 
fact that donor na t i ons do not want to involve them­
selves i n any th ing that is pol i t ica l , though develop­
ment itself is pol i t ical . Development is about change, 
power a n d the creat ion of a stratified society of haves 
a n d have-nots. B u t the major development agen­
cies don' t give th is issue any attent ion. It's so sad 
they don' t have the courage of the women workers . 

W h e n women workers a sk me why A u s t r a l i a 
does not suppo r t the ir struggle, wha t c a n I say? 
The Wor ld B a n k gives mi l l i ons of do l lars for roads 
while Yasan t i , a n Indones ian N G O , received A u s ­
t ra l i an $ 7 0 0 on ly for the first ever educat iona l pro­
g ram for Indones ian women factory workers . Sure , 
they gave a n add i t i ona l m i l l i on or so later for a co l ­
laborative scheme w i th the Internat ional Labor Or­
ganizat ion (ILO) but those sort rarely benefit women. 
ILO projects, as I learned from my own experience, 
separate you effectively from mean ing . Y o u spend 
a l l the t ime t ry ing to please the host government 
a n d the ILO. Those needs are u n u s u a l l y at odds 
w i th what the workers need. It's a l l sleight of h a n d . 
B u t y ou get a hefty sa lary a n d a good pens ion if y ou 
s t ick at it long enough to lose y o u r sou l . So they 
don' t wan t y ou to rock the boat. 

Women are now employed in heavy industries. This i 
scene in a shipbuilding yard in Yugoslavia. 

• • • 

The body is fundamenta l l y a s t rong o r gan ­
i s m , b u t a lot of o c c u p a t i o n a l d i s e a s e s 
a n d in jur ies c an be quite debi l i tat ing. They 

c a n keep people out of work for many mon ths a n d , 
of course , c an k i l l . People fall from cons t ruc t i on 
sites or are bur i ed in mines , or lose bits of the ir 
bodies i n mach ines . A lot of women work on con­
s t ruc t ion sites in B a l i where I now live and in places 
l ike India where women are do ing what had once 
been regarded as men's work. These women are 
vu lnerab le tc the severe injur ies that are cha rac ­
terist ic of the cons t ruc t i on industry . 

W o m e n ' s wo rk is m i s t a k e n l y t hough t of a s 
"safe." B u t women suffer a wide range of low level 
chron i c occupat iona l i l lnesses: musc le s t ra in in ju ­
ries, b i r th defects in their offspring, inferti l ity, c a n ­
cer you name it. Then there are the psycholog ica l 
stresses. Sexua l ha rassmen t for instance is a m a ­
jor source of despa i r and h u m i l i a t i o n for women 
workers . It is another part of the commodi f i cat ion 
of w o m e n as i n d u s t r i a l c o m p o n e n t s — s o m a n y 
women I have spoken to are ashamed . 

B u t it 's not a l l gloom. I heard about a group of 
Javanese women that are fighting back , r i d i cu l i n g 

Women in Action No. 2, 1996 73 



m e n who sexual ly h a r a s s a n d t a k in g del iberate go-
slows. They are protect ing their d igni ty a n d respect. 
Tha t is the bot tom l ine. 

O u r h e a l t h a n d d i gn i t y 
s h o u l d not be c o m p r o m i s e d 
j u s t because the pe rson we 
work for wants to p u r c h a s e a 
new Mercedes Benz . O c c u ­
pat iona l hea l th is about h u ­
m a n r ights, m e a n i n g we a l l 
have the r ight to hea l th a n d 
we a l l have the r ight to leave 
the work place i n the same 
cond i t i on we entered it. 

O c c u p a t i o n a l h e a l t h i s 
about soc ia l just ice . It is how 
I c a n most c learly express my 
own interest a n d belief i n soc ia l jus t i ce . Beyond 
say ing " O h , isn ' t th is terr ible , " 1 a m ac tua l l y able to 
do some th ing to redress some of the imba lance . " 

BLURRED LINES 
W o m e n w i l l work ins ide a factory a n d may get a 

very concent ra ted dose of a pa r t i cu l a r nas ty so l -

Industrialization is 
not a theme park 

out o f Disneyland. 
It hurts and 

injures people. 

vent. At the end of the work ing day, they wi l l go 
home to a c o m m u n i t y that is quite often next to the 
same or another factory. Usua l l y , if a factory per­

f o rms b a d l y i n o c c u p a t i o n a l 
hea l th terms, invar iab ly , they 
are also poor i n env i ronmenta l 
protect ion. W o m e n are there­
fore suscept ib le to the fal lout 
from that factory a n d the pol­
lut ion wh ich enters the c o m m u ­
n i t y ' s water s u p p l y . In t h i s 
case, d isease factors are very 
b lu r r ed and the env i r onmenta l 
factors overlay those from the 
work place. 

As far as I a m concerned , 
there is no separat ion between 

a worker 's phys i ca l hea l th and their o c cupa t i ona l 
hea l th . If y ou are i l l , if y ou have paras i tes , if y ou 
are pregnant , if you have chest disease, y o u are 
going to be more suscept ib le to th ings at work. If 
you have a s t h m a , you are going to be more suscep­
tible to cotton dus t or wood dust disease. If you 
have anaemia , you are going to be more suscept i -

w o m e n ' s p a r t i c i p a ­
t i o n i n s e a s o n a l 
a g r i cu l tu r e is wide 
sp r ead . T h e i r p a ­

t ience, dexter i ty a n d speed m a k e 
them p a r t i c u l a r l y competen t for 
h a r v e s t i n g a n d p a c k i n g expor t 
c rops . In L a t i n A m e r i c a , employ ­
ment i n s easona l a g r i cu l tu r e is 
one of the mos t c o m m o n ways of 
m a k i n g a wage. 

B u t u n e m p l o y m e n t , referred 
to as " m o n t h s of s i l ence " i n C e n ­
t ra l A m e r i c a a n d "b lue m o n t h s " 
in C h i l e , form the o ther s ide of 
the co in i n s easona l f a rm work , 
e s p e c i a l l y i n a r e a s w h e r e few 
other j ob op t i ons exist . B u t j ob ­
l essness is not seen as a factor 
af fecting women ' s hea l th . 

S t u d i e s o f u n e m p l o y m e n t 
demons t ra te how be ing w i thou t 
work c an damage hea l th . Not only 

Unemployment: 
An Occupational Health Problem 

does u n e m p l o y m e n t b r i n g eco­
nomic consequences. It generates 
men ta l h e a l t h p rob l ems as wel l . 
One r eason for th i s is that the 
unemp loyed person loses her role 
i n society. The j ob l ess pe r son is 
denied par t i c ipa t i on i n pub l i c life. 

Yet, u n e m p l o y m e n t a n d i ts 
consequences are cons ide r ed a 
ma l e p r o b l e m , desp i te the fact 
that it a lso affects women . S t u d ­
ies on th is topic focus on men who 
are s t i l l seen as p r i n c i p a l p rov id ­
ers for the fami ly . 

At the same t ime, a l t hough 
u n e m p l o y m e n t affects bo th m e n 
a n d women , it differs i n s igni f i ­
c a n c e . T h e ro les a s s i g n e d by 
society to each sex give different 
va lues to the u n e m p l o y m e n t of 
each sex. Fo r m e n , emp loyment 
or u n e m p l o y m e n t are viewed as 
the o n l y p o s s i b l e a l t e r n a t i v e s . 

W o m e n , i n con t ras t , are given a 
th i rd op t i on—to s tay at home as 
ful l - t ime "housew ives , " a n o c c u ­
pat ion that d r aws a c u r t a i n over 
the i r need to be emp loyed . Do­
mes t i c wo rk , w h i c h is la rge ly 
inv i s ib l e a n d soc ia l l y u n d e r v a l ­
ued , iso lates w o m e n . 

" W h e n 1 a m w o r k i n g , 1 feel 
rel ie f , e c o n o m i c a l l y a n d i n a l l 
other ways , " says Pa t r i c ia , a C h i l ­
ean worker interv iewed by Ch i l e ' s 
Cen t r o de E s t u d i o de l a M u h e r 
(CEM) researchers . "At home, I'm 
alone or w i th the c h i l d r e n . W i t h 
my h u s b a n d , 1 ta lk about the c h i l ­
d r en , money , p rob l ems . At work , 
it 's dif ferent. Y o u get the prob­
l ems off y o u r back . " 

C E M ' s inves t i ga t ion into the 
s i tua t i on of seasona l worke rs on 
Ch i l e ' s v ineya rds showed the ex­
tent of u n e m p l o y m e n t . W o m e n 
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ble to benzene. If you are a cons t ruc t i on worker 
r i d ing on a scaffold h i gh u p on a cons t ruc t i on site, 
a n d y o u are weakened by severe d i a r r h e a , y o u r 
chances "o f fa l l ing off that scaffold are very h i gh . I 
t h i n k the d iv i s ions that the technocrats make in 
the developed wor ld are very false. 

Occupat i ona l hea l th has a long 
t rad i t i on , some of it honourab l e , 
some of it not. The founder of oc­
cupa t i ona l hea l th is a 15th century 
I ta l ian phys i c i an ca l led R a m a z i n i 
who f irst d e s c r i b ed i l lnesses re­
lated to occupat i ons . Parace l sus 
i n the 16th cen tury then pu t together the first de­
tai led notes on the na ture of poisons. He was in 
fact the world 's first toxicologist. S ince then , o ccu ­
pat i ona l hea l th h a s a lways been domina ted by men , 
ma in l y male doctors a n d engineers. It is only i n the 
past 10 years that women have started to make their 
m a r k . 

B e c a u s e of ma l e d o m i n a t i o n , o c c u p a t i o n a l 
hea l th in format ion base has been b iased towards 

Occupational 
health is about 
social justice. 

the male experience. Exposure s t andards were es­
tabl ished based on the experience of hea l thy white 
males . 

B u t as a woman , 1 a m m u c h more interested in 
what happens to women. On ly recently has research 

begun to look into the different 
experiences that women have of 
occupat iona l injury a n d diseases. 
1 couldn ' t believe my eyes when 1 
was i n P e r t h r e s e a r c h i n g the 
t echn i ca l l i t e ra ture for a book. 
When 1 looked u p breast cancer 
on the C D R O M system, I f ound 
that 85 percent of the 20 or so 
recent r e f e r ences were a b o u t 

breats cancer in males! 

A WOMAN'S CONCERN 
h e n I f i rs t c a m e i n t o o c c u p a t i o n a l 
h e a l t h , 1 w a s u s u a l l y t h e o n l y 
w o m a n in any t e c h n i c a l c o n s u l t a t i v e 

meet ing. 
B u t my father taught and gave me the techni ­

ca l conf idence in a mascu l ine wor ld . My father was 

W; 

To be a mother and unemployed is to be anguished. 

w o r k e r s were e m p l o y e d for a n 
average of s ix to seven m o n t h s a 
year d o i n g va r i ous t a s k s . Ha l f of 
the w o m e n interv iewed were u n ­
employed for the rest of the year 
a l t h o u g h they h a d sought work . 
O n l y 14 percent of the women 
interviewed combined agr i cu l tura l 
a n d other j obs to be employed a l l 
y ear r o u n d . 

T h e p e r c e p t i o n s o f t h e s e 
w o m e n c o n c e r n i n g the i r h e a l t h 
var i ed s ign i f i cant ly between the 

work season a n d the unemp loyed 
p e r i o d . W h e n w o r k i n g , t h e 
women feel exhausted , experience 
aches , p a i n s a n d other work-re ­
la ted i l lnesses . They c o m p l a i n of 
b a d re la t ions w i th the i r bosses , 
long shifts a n d the add i t i ona l bu r ­
dens of domest i c chores . They 
fear exposure to tox ins a n d d i s ­
missa l . Fifty-two percent of those 
in terv i ewed sa i d they felt poor ly 
or b a d whi l e w o r k i n g . 

H o w e v e r , t h e n u m b e r o f 

women who judged the i r 
hea l th to be poor rose to 
65 percent d u r i n g per iods 
of unemp loymen t . Wh i l e 
compla ints related to work 
cond i t i ons decreased, the 
women reported a d rop i n 
the ir moods. B a d h u m o r , 
l ist lessness and feelings of 
depress ion increased w i th 
unemp loyment . W i thou t 
j o b s , the w o m e n c o m ­
p l a i n e d o f r e d u c e d 
i n c o m e , i s o l a t i o n a n d 
lonel iness. 

T h u s , despite the poor 
condi t ions that wage work 

br ings , women laborers value the 
soc ia l space a n d f r i endsh ip that 
work offers. Hav i n g hea l th h a s 
hea l th benefits. It l essens s t ress 
and increas ing feelings of self-suf­
ficiency a n d self-esteem. 

Source: Women's Health Journal 
1-95, Latin American & Caribbean 
Women's Health Network 
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Women workers tend to have more chronic, long term, disabling diseases. 

the first feminist i n my life. He was real ly a won­
der ful m a n who taught me how to weld a n d to lay 
b r i cks , not because he wanted a boy bu t because 
he real ly felt a w o m a n cou ld do any th ing . He wou ld 
say there is no l imi t to what a w o m a n c a n do. J u s t 
because y o u have a vag ina a n d not a pen is does 
not sudden l y mean that y o u c a n not use a h a m m e r 
a n d ch ise l . He gave me the t echn ica l confidence to 
work in a m a s c u l i n e wor ld . 

O n the broader i n d u s t r i a l front, I believe that 
women are m u c h braver t h a n men . 1 look a r o u n d 
a n d see wha t female workers have done in c om­
par i son to male workers a n d see that the women 
are mi les ahead . In Indones ia , it is the women who 
take the r i s k s , who go out on the streets a n d wave 
banners a n d go out on s tr ikes . They are so c o u r a ­
geous. W o m e n care about hea l th , it is part of their 
spir i t to be interested in hea l th . W o m e n are the 
healers, the curers , the hope. 

The med ica l profession, at one t ime, was say­
ing that RSI (Repetitive S t ra in Injury) was a hyster i ­
ca l i l lness that had no bas is on fact—this a n d the 
asbestos cover-up were some of the more d i s h o n ­
ourable po ints of o ccupa t i ona l hea l th history. Th i s 
was the t ime of mass ive technolog ica l change, when 
computers were beg inn ing to come en masse . One 
of the major se l l ing po ints for compute r s was that 
these m a c h i n e s c a n go so fast. B u t no one h a d 
bothered po in t ing out that h u m a n s can't . 

The h u m a n body 
h a s a c e r t a i n f inite 
c a p a c i t y a n d is a n 
object of beauty that 
i s d e s i g n e d to do 
s m o o t h r h y t h m i c 
work, not stat ic re­
pet i t ive movemen t s . 
B u t w i th the advent 
of c o m p u t e r s a n d 
process l ine technolo­
gies, the h u m a n body 
was be ing p u s h e d to 
w o r k fas te r t h a n it 
ever h a d , a n d t h i s 
b r o u g h t o n s t r e s s 
a n d s t r a i n . W h e n 
workers are s tressed, 
both p h y s i c a l l y a n d 
psycholog ica l ly , they 
become t i red. The i r 
musc l es are not able 

to re f resh a n d ga in 
nu t r i en t s a n d oxygen. The waste p r oduc t s bu i l d 
u p a n d pa in happens . 

In those days , before we knew better, women 
w i th RSI were given p last ic sp l in ts to wear to immo­
bilise the jo ints . We sa id to them: "Wear y o u r sp l ints . 
Wave them l ike art i f ic ia l a rms . H i t people w i th them 
(just joking) . Be obv ious. Show people how m a n y 
of y o u there are. Show people y ou are a l l in jured 
workers . We need to confront the c o m m u n i t y w i th 
th i s . " 

W o m e n demons t ra t ed in the streets i n h u n ­
d r e d s . W o m e n i n t h i s e n o r m o u s s t r e e t 
demons t ra t i on , wav ing their sp l i n t s— i t was amaz­
i n g — a n d bit by bit they were success fu l i n ga in ing 
recogni t ion that the compla in t was legit imate a n d 
in getting workers compensat ion. Later, they formed 
independent groups to fight for the ir r ights . 

B u t that was j u s t the beg inning . Later it was 
he l l ! Insurance compan ies behaved s canda l ous l y . 
They ac tua l l y had investigators s t i ck ing video c a m ­
eras over back fences to photograph women hang ­
ing u p their wash ing . There was even evidence of 
tapes be ing spl iced together to show tha t women 
were do ing th ings smooth ly ra ther t h a n t ak ing a 
quar ter of a n h o u r to h a n g a pa i r of k n i c k e r s on the 
l ine! 

At th is stage, b lue-co l lar male workers in par­
t i cu la r also started c om ing out of the closet to say; 
"We have it too." RSI had prev iously been d i smissed 
as a female disease but once the boys got it, o c cu ­
pat i ona l hea l th bureauc ra t s took it ser ious ly . 
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But what made RSI a legitimate occupational 
health issue was the courage of the women who, 
in the face of cynicism and attacks on their integ­
rity and dignity, just hung in there. 

«** 
In Asia today, women more increasingly than 

men are being employed in the export industries. If 
you look at economic data, more and more women 
are economic heads of households. This is why 
women have to hold on to their health—for the sake 
of their own health and the viability of the family. If 
they are injured or disabled by work, it can throw a 
family that is just surviving into the hole called 
poverty. 

Women's experience of work and the occupa­
tional risks they confront, on the whole, are different 
to men's—not because they are women but because 
of the gender segregation of labor. Women are more 
at risk of soft tissue injuries because they do a lot of 
the repetitive assembly line work. They get a lot of 
cancer because the industries they work in, such 
as the dry cleaning and electronics industry, rou­
tinely use carcinogens. 'In the majority world, the 
regulation of workplace cancer causing agents is 
much more lax. 

At the risk of making broad generalisations, men 
tend to have a lot more lacerations, amputations 
and transportation injuries. Women tend to have 
more chronic, long term, disabling illnesses. 

MAKING IT SIMPLE 
One of the important things for those who teach 

occupational health to women workers is to make it 
easy. Not that women can't deal with complexity, 
but because they have so many other things to do 
and their available hours are limited. 

One of the beauties of what happened in the 
province of Leyte in the Philippines was that it was 
so easy. Imelda Marcos had a new copper smelter 
built as her gift to the people of the province. Cop­
per smelting draws a lot of power and this one was 
linked to a local geothermal plant. When the power 
supply could not keep up with the smelter's de­
mands, it shut down. When it did, for some strange 
reason, the pollution control mechanics, would open 
and heaps of sulphuric acid would pour into the 
bay—so much that the pH (a measure of acidity) of 
the seawater was 2,3—that's as acidic as vinegar. 

The sulphuric dioxide emissions caused a lot of 
chest disease in the nearby community and amongst 
the workers. The smelter had passed the environ­
mental impact assessment and the community felt 
that they could not do anything without complex 

Working 
for Life 

Melody Kemp'sWorking for Life is a basic 
text for women workers , labor act iv is ts a n d 
trade un i on workers. It is meant to serve as a 
source book for women workers, j u s t l ike oc­
c u p a t i o n a l h e a l t h w o r k e r s have t h e i r 10-
centimeter textbook of chemica ls as a back­
up . 

The book originally started as a handbook 
for labor inspectors, a simple handbook that 
cou ld be s tuck into back pockets. Melody was 
chief advisor on a project that was to improve 
the condi t ions of work ing women in Indone­
sia. After v is i t ing about 125 factories, it became 
very clear to her that the labor inspectors had 
no idea of the way in wh ich women were dif­
ferently affected by occupat ional hazards. 

Melody was star ing out the window one 
night when she realized that the people who 
rea l l y needed these i n f o r m a t i o n were the 
women themselves. Most of them are not mem­
bers of un i ons and there is hardly any work­
ers ' educat ion programs for shop floor work­
ers. 

Mater ia ls coming from the trade un i ons i n 
the industr ia l i zed world assume that readers 
are technical ly educated and unders tand the 
language of legislation. Bu t women i n the de­
veloping wor ld do not have formal educat ion. 
Where wou ld women get information? 

Want ing to use her experience as a w o m a n 
i n o ccupa t i ona l hea l th , and be ing a former 
trade u n i o n member, Melody wanted to speak 
w i t h women workers to encourage them to 
know and become famil iar wi th the language 
a n d "a l chemy" of occupat i ona l hea l th . She 
firmly believes that information is power a n d 
that w i th informat ion, women workers can feel 
the courage of the informed. 

Working for Life is simple without overs im­
pli fying things and wi thout being patroniz ing. 
It actual ly speaks w i th women because they 
are the ones who get totally left out. 

"Working for Life is not the only book i n 
the wor ld on occupat iona l heal th but it maybe 
is the only one that is for women directly. It is 
a pract ica l handbook, a how-to-do guide, a bit 
l ike Where There is no Doctor for workers , " de­
clares Melody. "I hope women wi l l be able to 
p ick it u p a n d use i t . " 
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scienti f ic equ ipment . 
B u t my own u n d e r s t a n d i n g is that people a n d 

workers experts i n the ir own env i ronment , i n c l u d ­
ing the place they work i n . They are a n eno rmous 
we l l of u n u s e d exper t i se . They i n tu i t i v e l y note 
changes i n the ir l i v ing env i ronment . 

So, what we d id was we got a s imple m a p of the 
a r ea a n d d r ew c i r c l e s a r o u n d the p l a n t at one 
ki lometer intervals . Doctors i n Leyte were each given 
a copy of th is map . They then asked every pat ient 
that came in where they l ived i n re la t i on to the 
smelter a n d m a r k e d it on the map . 

Then the pat ients were asked how long h a d they 
been s ick . The smel ter was bu i l t a r o u n d the time 
Cory A q u i n o came into power so that was used as a 
time ind icator . Co l oured p ins m a r k e d va r i ous types 
of i l lnesses. At the end of each mon th , doctors wou ld 
take a po laro id pho tograph of the m a p a n d send it 
to the E n v i r o n m e n t a l Managemen t B u r e a u i n M a ­
n i l a . 

Th i s was done over a per iod of s ix months . Then 
the w inds changed , so d i d the d i s t r i bu t i on of i l l ­
nesses as ind ica ted by the d i s t r i bu t i on of the p ins . 

We showed there was a positive re la t ionship be­
tween what was c o m i n g out of the factory a n d the 
i l lnesses be ing exper ienced by the c o m m u n i t y . 

It doesn't have to be compl i ca ted . The doctors 
d id not have to get involved i n any heavy da ta co l ­
lecting. A l l they had to use were m a p s a n d the m a p s 
were very g raph ic . The whole t h ing involved the 
entire c o m m u n i t y a n d it energized them. 

After 1 moved to Indones ia a n d h a d been there 
for n ine m o n t h s , 1 got a letter say ing that the cop­
per smelter 's env i r onmenta l impac t assessment h a d 
been over turned by c o m m u n i t y ac t i on . Wowee! 

• *» 

T o some degree you have to be a n " o c c u p a ­
t i o n a l detect ive . " Y o u have to f ind c lues , 
b u i l d u p the case. Y o u have to relate one 

th ing w i th the other, pu t a l l those c lues together 
a n d then prosecute management u l t imate ly . 

One of the th ings I tell people is to organize their 
in format ion , to start do ing th ings l ike work place 
surveys . These c a n be very s imple exercises that 
es tab l i sh the re la t ionsh ip between what ' s going on 
in the work place a n d workers ' in jur ies and i l lnesses. 
Workers become i l l if they are exposed to a danger­
ous th ing—whether a process, a chemica l , rad ia t ion , 
noise, v ib ra t i on or excessive h e a t — a n d the degree 
to w h i c h they have been exposed affects the body. 
Th is c l ass i ca l p r inc ip l e is cal led "dose response." 

The way in w h i c h the re la t ionship is es tab l ished 
is for wo rke r s to invest igate i l lness i n the i r own 

workgroups . They need to notice th ings that might 
have changed . For instance , a shoe factory may 
have changed from a water-based to a solvent-based 
glue. A r o u n d that t ime, women not iced that they 
felt dizzy a n d nauseous . You might suspec t that 
the glue is the cu lpr i t . 

To make sure that this the case, y o u wou ld need 
to look at two groups of workers : those that use the 
new glue a n d those that don't. C h e c k for ins tance 
on women do ing the pack ing a n d then look if the 
d izz iness started happen ing at the same t ime that 
the glue arr ived. 

If the two groups do not have the same i l lnesses, 
then y ou have to start l ook ing at what else is going 
on . It c ou ld be the chemica l s be ing fed th r ough the 
vent i la t ion system. That ' s why I say it 's l ike detec­
tive work. It's not for everybody. It's not a n interest 
that I wou ld expect a l l women to sudden ly say "yes!" 
to. Y o u have to be prepared for the complex i ty . 

A n d y ou have to remember that there are a l ­
ways people a r o u n d to give he lp . The r e is the 
depa r tmen t of l abor a n d the m i n i s t r y of hea l th . 
There is the Internat iona l Federat ion of Trade U n ­
ions. There are Internat iona l Labor Organ i za t i on 
(ILO) offices d i s t r ibu ted throughout most of As i a . 
Help is avai lable th rough the in ternat iona l trade u n ­
ions sys tem a n d the regional l abour g roups . A n d 
we s h o u l d also work towards creat ing a n d s t rength­
en ing the so l idar i ty among women here i n A s i a a n d 
overseas. 

n Indones ia , it is so repressive that worke rs c a n 
not take a lot of act ion a n d there is no rea l trade 
u n i o n movement. So workers there use theater 

to explore the i ssues a n d develop so l idar i ty . There 
are sk i t s where workers behave l ike mach ines . They 
stagger a r o u n d cough ing a n d gasp ing a n d fal l ing 
about do ing h i gh d r a m a stuff bu t it wo rks i n terms 
of gett ing their story across a n d is very ca thar t i c for 
workers a n d the audience. 

I use songs to help women remember the names 
of chemica l s . Chemica l s or toxicology is a very dif­
ficult subject to teach because of the h ideous words. 
So I often a sk women to make u p songs about these 
chemica l s a n d this takes the pressure off them to 
have to remember ghast ly chem i ca l names . A n d 
it 's exc i t ing because it s t i cks . They w o u l d say " A h , 
k a r b o n d isu l f ida (carbon d isu lph ide ) . We k n o w that 
one . "^ 
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