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VDT Eye Strain Victims

Officially Certified

More and more workers are

using visual display terminals
(VDTs} in their offices. Although
people know that appropriate
breaks effectively prevent health
problems, they often find that such
practices are not allowed in their
workplaces. A large number of
workers are probably exposed to
health hazards due to operating
VDT’s. In the present severe busi-
ness environment, a number of
companies—faced with deteriorat-
ing business performance—may be
inclined to dismiss these workers
(or refuse to renew employment
contracts) without taking any
effective measures to help them.

A female temporary worker,
Junko Iwata, is one such case.
When she sensed a move by her
temporary staffing company to

dismiss her on the grounds of a-

one-week absence due to severe
eye strain, she joined a community-
based labor union in Osaka. On
her behalf, the union negotiated
with the company to preserve her
employment, while it assisted her
in applying for official certification
of her eye strain as being
occupationally induced. In July
1998 she won this certification and
received labor insurance benefits.

Very few cases of eye strain are
officially certified as work-related,
although a number of cases of
neck-shoulder-arm disorders
officially certified as caused by
VDT’s have ©been reported.
Another noteworthy case is that of
an office worker with a national
university who was certified as

eligible for benefits under the
Governmental Worker Accident
Insurance  because  of his
deteriorating  health  condition,
which was diagnosed as "VDT
syndrome" by an oculist to whom
he was referred. The expert
identified  headache,  nausea,
vertigo, dizziness and inability to
focus his eyes on documents as

refated to his intensive VDT work.
However, the  Ministry  of
Education—the competent

certifying authority in this case—
denied his certification based on
this diagnosis of "DVT syndromes.’
Instead it awarded him with an
occupational disease certification
because of his eye strain only.

This case shows the reluctance of
the authorities to extensively
recognize health hazards caused by
VDT operations. In the past the
Ministry of Labor has limited VDT
operations-related health hazards
virtually to  neck-shoulder-arm
disorders. Indeed it has established
formal certification criteria for these
disorders. Whereas, no specific
requirements have yet been

‘established for occupational eye

strain. Such cases have been

. handled on a case-by-case basis in

the certification process. Although
in a sense thjs approach may be
favorable for some victims, as it
allows them to avoid strict and
often unacceptable requirements, it
means, at the same time, that eye
strain has not yet been established
in the occupational disease category
of the governmentruri labor
msurance.

In contrast with the attitude of
the Ministry of Labor, both oculists
for Junko and the university office
worker collaborated with the efforts
to  win occupational disease
certification for the victims. They
accepted complaints from the
workers and  identified  the
relationship between their
complaints and their  heavy
workload of VDT operation. The
association between intense VDT
operation and asthenopic
symptoms has probably been
widely accepted.

VDT operation may cause many
different hazards and disorders in
the health conditions of workers.
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Q—[cgﬁ]oy New Year

JOSHRC wishes all our friends and supporters
around the world 3oo¢f health and El’essings tﬁrbugﬁout

the coming year.
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The Ministry of Labor has not yet
formed a complete picture of VDT
work-induced diseases, In order to
raise consciousness about the health
hazards generated by intense or
inappropriate VDT operations, we
should examine the occupational
background to complaints by such
workers, including neck-shoulder-
arm disorders, eye strain, mental
stress and psychiatric symptoms,
without maintaining any biased

viewpoints over individual
* dispositions or constitution.

Japanese And Other
Asian Labor
Organizations
Participate In OSH
Training Projects

By Naoki Toyama
Tokyo Occupationa] Safety and
Health Center

Many programs have been
actively carried out in Europe and
North America to empower labor
unions and citizens groups in the
Third World. Among these
initiatives is a project by the Japan
International Labor Foundation
(JILAF), a non-profit organization
established in 1989 by the Japan
Trade  Union Confederation
(Rengo).  JILAF  has  been
undertaking these projects—known
as "positive seminars“—focused on
occupational safety and health since
1994, in collaboration with another
non-governmental  organization,
the Institute of Labor Science. The
project is characterized by its
interactive approach It is based on
the other partners initiatives or
specific request to dispatch relevant
staff and help organize “hands-on”
training sessions. The projects have
been successfully undertaken in
Pakistan, Bangladesh, the
Philippines and Mongolia.

Participatory training requires

well-organized preparations. Before
they start the seminar, the trainers

72 REE7-HB1999F1-2AF

visit some workplaces, bringing a
large number of photographs to
illustrate good work-practices or
improvements in the five technical
areas, including mechanical safety,
hazardous substances and others.
The photos usually total 100-150, as
20-30 photos are required for each
of the technical areas addressed in
the seminar. The photos are
processed into projector
transparencies. The seminars have
about 20-30 participants. Ideally,
they would be actually working.
The seminar starts with visits to
factories, where the participants are
encouraged to identify good
practices and problems using
supplied checklists. Then trainers
give brief lectures about the five
technical areas and invite the
participants to discuss the working
environments visited and make
recommendations for
improvement. The training
seminar is centered on group
discussions. The trainers never
refer to complicated theoretical

" issues or hazard cases, instead they

give clear and simplified lectures
whenever practical, to facilitate
understanding among the
participants. In addition, they
visualize the issues by actively

" utilizing a large number of slides

and transparent sheet illustrations,
and  suggest some  actual
improvements  for the local
working places to encourage the
participants to  improve their
working environment. Indeed, as
suggested by the fact that they are
called “facilitators,” the trainers are
expected to facilitate and encourage
the participating workers—who
will undertake improvements in
their workplaces.

Once the seminar is finished,

_the participants are expected to

organize similar training sessions
around their local areas and
workplaces. To assist their efforts,
some textbooks may be compiled
in the local languages and
supplemented with  additioral
examples of good practices and
recommendations. Sometimes, new

sections addressing  problems
specific to the individual factories
or regions may be added to the
textbook. The equipment including
cameras and slide projectors
supplied by the sponsors from
Japan for the seminar are managed
by the recipient labor unions to
ensure that the affiliated local labor
unions can efficiently utilize them
for the training sessions. Therefore,
the subsequent influence of these
seminars  depends on  the
commitment of the umbrella
organization during and after the
seminar. Possibly, a single seminar
can lead to 1,000 improvemens 1in
100 factories one year later. The
Pakistani seminar had this effect.

Traditionally, occupational
safety and health issues have been
addressed by developing statutory
regulations and increasing the
number of professionals, including
industrial physicians and
occupational health supervisors.
This approach, however, has
proved to be ineffective in
bringing substantial improvements
into small or medium-sized
companies. Big business, on the
other hand, apparently only make
token changes and place less
importance on effective and
practical efforts to create a healthy
working environment. The above
mentioned OSH approaches which
JILAF and The Institute for Labour
science have introduced into other
Asian countries are likely to be
brought back into Japan to counter
the ineffective commitment of
many comparnies,
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