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VDT Conference in Stockholm

International Concern About VDT Use

Swedish Minister of Labor, Anna-Greta Leijon, addresses international conference.

“People are apprehensive and their ap-
prehensions deserve to be taken very seri-
ously?’ These remarks by Swedish Minister
of Labor Anna-Greta Leijon opened the
“International Scientific Conference —
Work With Display Units” held in Stock-
holm in May. The conference, organized by
the Swedish Board of Occupational Safe-
ty and Health and co-sponsored by their
U.S. counterpart, the National Institute of
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH),
was attended by 1200 people from around
the world. Researchers from government,
universities, international organizations, in-
dustry and unions presented over 300
papers covering topics ranging from stress
and ergonomics to reproduction.

According to conference participant
Robin Baker of the UC Berkeley Labor Oc-
cupational Health Program, “Although
controversy remained on a number of is-
sues, most notably reproductive effects,
there was remarkable agreement among
researchers from around the world that
VDT work can cause health and safety
problems and that these problems can be al-
leviated by following commonly accepted
ergonomic principles of work station de-
sign and humane job organization?’

The vast majority of papers dealt with
musculoskeletal and visual problems, link-
ing health complaints to poor workstation
design. Researchers from such organiza-
tions as the World Health Organization,
Swedish Board of Occupational Safety and
Health and NIOSH presented recommen-
dations for alleviating these health prob-
lems. The guidelines cover such topics as
furniture placement and design, character
size, display quality, keyboard layout and
operator posture. (See box on page 3).

Some researchers announced findings
that suggest new potential problem areas
for VDT operators. For example, in Austra-
lia, repetitive motion was associated with
an alarmingly high incidence of “repetitive
strain injuries,’ such as tendonitis and car-
pal tunnel syndrome. A University of Flori-
da scientists warned of the health problems
associated with prolonged sitting and sub-
sequent blood pooling in the legs. And a
number of Scandinavian papers focussed
on cases of dermatitis among VDT users
that may be explained by VDT-generated
static fields or excessively dry air in the of-
fice environment.

(Continued on page 2)

Cal/OSHA
Acknowledges
VDT Risks

On August 21, Cal/OSHA Standards
Board voted to establish an ad-hoc commit-
tee to determine the necessity for statewide
DT health and safety standards. The 4 to
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Board meeting in Sacramento.

{ “The vote is a recognition of the health
problems that VDT workers are reporting
Adhily throughout the state]’ said Larkie Gil-
dersleeve of the Northern California News-
paper Guild, Local 52. “This is an
important first step toward winning health
and safety protection for California’s VDT
workers?’

The Cal/OSHA vote came in response to
petitions submitted in January by the Bay
Area Typographical Union, Local 21, Com-
munications Workers of America, Local
11576, and the Northern California News-
paper Guild, Local 52. These petitions re-
quested the establishment of standards
requiring proper workstation design, rest
breaks and eye exams for VDT users in
California. Since 1983, members of the
VDT Coalition have lobbied for VDT legisl-
tion. When legislation attempts failed,
unions turned to Cal/OSHA requesting es-
tablishment of statewide standards.

“Now that Cal/OSHA has accepted
responsibility for VDT health and safety
standards for the State, we hope to see some
progress toward protecting California’s
workers;’ stated John Engwall, president of
CWA, Local 11576. “We will continue to
work with Cal/OSHA to insure a thorough
and speedy review of this important
matter’

In addition to the petitioners, unions at-
tending the meeting to express their support
included Office and Professional Em-
ployees, Local 29; United Auto Workers,
District 65; California State Employees As-
sociation, Teamsters, 2707; and 9 to 5.
While pleased at Cal/OSHA’s decision,
unions recognized that the Cal/OSHA

(Continued on page 2)




Sweden Conference

(Continued from page 1)

There was near unanimous consensus
that high levels of stress are associated with
the intensive work and monotonous tasks
that are characteristic of many VDT jobs.
Dr. Lawrence Schlieffer of NIOSH present-
ed evidence that regular rest breaks can re-
duce stress on the job, although he also
warned that breaks may be less effective in
minimizing stress if workers work more
than four hours a day on the VDT.

Sessions focussing on radition and
reproduction generated the most interest
and controversy. A number of researchers
presented results from laboratory tests on
animals and epidemiological studies of
VDT users that indicated a possible rela-
tionship between VDT use and reproductive
problems. Dr. Lars Erik Paulson of the
Swedish Karolinska Institute discussed re-
search linking changes in fetuses of mice ex-
posed to VDT-like magnetic fields. During
his formal presentation Paulson warned
that his results were preliminary and more
study would be needed before final conclu-
sions could be drawn. However, in a subse-
quent press conference he recommended
shielding and further research saying, “At
this time we don’t know for sure whether
VDT work is completely safe or not?” He
also announced that a Swedish university
research team intends to expend consider-
able resources replicating and expanding
his study.

Over the last few years, Sweden has been
in the forefront of VDT-radiation research
and has usually acted more quickly than
other countries to institute hazard control
measures. Engstrom of the Swedish Na-
tional Board of Occupational Safety and
Health reported that Sweden intended to
“look very favorably” upon VDT manufac-
turers who shield against magnetic and
electric fields when making purchasing de-
cisions. In her remarks, Minister Leijon
said that in spite of the importance of fur-
ther research, “We cannot sit idly waiting
for the research findings to come through.
If we really mean what we say about tak-
ing people’s apprehensions seriously, we
must also be prepared to take unconfirmed
but suspected risks into account?’

U.S. union delegate David Eisen agreed.
In a statement signed by delegates David
LeGrande, Communications Workers of
America, Bob D. Matteo, Ontario Public
Service Employees; Karen Nussbaum, 9 to
5, and Laura Stock, VDT Coalition, he
wrote, “There is controversy surrounding
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the interpretation of these (reproductive)
studies. We are therefore far from establish-
ing that VDTs cause birth abnormalities.
But the increasingly strong possibility that
this may be the case makes it essential to
provide adequate protections immediately”’

At the conclusion of the conference,
unions from the U.S. and eight European
countries came together to discuss their
reactions to the meeting and share strate-
gies for achieving workplace reform. Union
delegates from European countries ex-
pressed disappointment at the lack of atten-
tion to work organization and the larger
social and economic effects of office auto-
mation. A delegate from Denmark stated
that “VDT use is not a technical or scien-
tific issue, but is instead one of la-
bor/management relations. Our members
don’t only need an ergonomic chair — they
need advance notification of work changes,

job security and participation in the deci-
sionmaking about both workstation and
job design?” An Australian delegate agreed.
“The conference placed;’ she said, “an over-
emphasis on science as a basis for
policymaking. Science is neither value-free
nor infallible. VDT use must be examined
in the larger social context?’

In spite of their disappointment in its
limited scope, the union participants con-
curred that the extensive agreement on er-
gonomic issues expressed at the conference
validated the efforts of workers throughout
the world to obtain VDT health and safety
standards. Laura Stock, conference par-
ticipant and coordinator of the VDT Coa-
lition, stated, “The world-wide scientific
agreement on the existence of problems and
needed solutions is in sharp contrast to the
situation in the U.S. where efforts to achieve
VDT regulations have been repeatedly
rebuffed on the ground of lack of evidence.
In fact, it is now abundantly clear that the
evidence and technology exists to eliminate
most VDT-related problems.’

U.S. unions vowed to use the information
presented at the conference to support con-
tinued efforts to achieve VDT legislation.
According to Jackie Ruff, Executive Direc-
tor of SEIU, District 925. “We believe that
legislation continues to be the most effec-
tive way to ensure safe working conditions
for all VDT operators in all workplaces,
large and small, and you can count on hear-
ing of our continued efforts — in the
policy-making arena, in public education,
and, in bargaining?’ |

Cal Osha

(Continued from page 1)

process can be extremely lengthy; often
years can pass before actual standards are
passed. According to Pete Rockwell of the
Bay Area Typographical Workers, Local 21,
“If Cal/OSHA doesn’t act quickly to set
standards, we will be going back to the
legislature to get some results. We don’t
need more study. We know enough already

to set some basic workplace guidelines.” ll
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CONTROL TECHNOLOGY RECOMMENDATIONS

Excerpt from “A Review of NIOSH’s VDT Studies and Recommendations”’
by Barry L. Johnson and James M. Melius — Presented at Stockholm conference

ed in this paper, together with research reports from other labora

tories led compelling evidence of health complaints attributable to poor or in
ferio designs of VDTs and their workstations. This led to the development
of nitial set of recommendation to reduce or prevent VDT users’ health complaints
se recommendations was provided to the U.S. Congress in 1985
f 1S 5 CO technology recommendations are as follows:
(1) W n design: Maximum flexibility should be designed into VDT units, suj
porting trables, and operator chairs. VDTs should have detachable keyboards, work
tables sl ht adjustable, and chairs should be height adjustable and p
I [ ;)()\‘
2) 1 n sources of glare should be controlled through VDT placement (i.e. |
paralle ndows as well as parallel and between lights), proper lighting, and the |
) ontrol devices on the VDT screen surfe llumination levels should be 1
lower fc T tasks requiring screen-intensive work and increased as the need to use i
eases. In some cases, hard copy material may require local lighting ‘
1l office lighting. |
(3.) Work regimens: Continuous work with VDTs should be interrupted periodically
by rest breaks or other work activities that do not produce visual fatigue or muscu
tensi in a break should be taken after 2 hours of continuous VDT work
and breaks should be more frequent as visual, mental and muscular burdens increase
(4.) Visi ting: VDT workers should have visual testing before beginning VDT work

and periodically thereafter to ensure that they have adequately corrected vision to han

RECOMMENDED RESEARCH

Much creditable research has already been conducted on the subject of VDTs. But
experience, work remains. We believe the following subjects p:

esearc h:

on visual processes of longterm VD
ny, of VDT use on reproductive outcomes.

s and other appropriate job design measures to minimize psy-
ors, and musculoskeletal and visual strains.

uipment designs to prevent musculoskeletal and visual strains

creens to reduce eyestrain.

articular

| use

Letter to the Editor

Dear Video Views,

The research director at 9 to 5 sent me
your May/June issue. As an airline reser-
vations agent, I found the “letter to the edi-
tor” very interesting and factual. The effort
to obtain improvements in working condi-
tions is an emotional and frustrating bat-
tle. For preservation of job security and
peace of mind sometimes the only solution
is not making waves and continuing to wear
a sunvisor for eye protection from overhead
light glare and purchasing a personal glare
filter for the CRT. Often management’s
only answer to reports of these problems is
—*‘they’re self-induced; here’s free aspirin.”

— On request, name and job
location to remain unknown.
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Paper Highlighting the VDT Coalition Presented at International Conference

The VDT Coalition received internation-
al exposure during the recent conference:
WORK WITH DISPLAY UNITS. A paper
presented there focussed on the work of the
VDT Coalition and the Labor Occupation-
al Health Program (LOHP) in training
VDT operators to participate actively in
shaping VDT health and safety policies,
from individual workplace design to the de-
velopment of public policies.

The paper, written by Laura Stock and
Robin Baker, asserts that worker education
is an essential part of any effective hazard
control strategy, but that currently, “most
educational programs aimed at VDT users
are corporate based and are designed more
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to reassure workers than to educate them?’

The paper uses the VDT Coalition as an
example of how education can be used, in-
stead, to empower workers by giving them
the knowledge and skills they need to ac-
tively work for controls in the workplace to
protect their health.

The authors warned that, “Scientific dis-
coveries alone will not bring about im-
provements in workplace conditions and
practices. For effective change to take place,
workers and their unions must take an ac-
tive role in seeing that the necessary re-
search is conducted and that study
recommendations are implemented?’ They
note that, “Since the VDT Coalition first

started, a nationwide effort has emerged
to mobilize social forces toward this
end”

The paper can be found in the
2-volume Conference Proceedings now
in the LOHP Library and VDT Coali-
tion Resource Center at 2515 Channing
Way, Berkeley. The proceedings are not
generally available. However, some of
the papers, including the one by Stock

and Baker, are to be published later this
year in Selected Papers presented at the
Conference on WORK WITH DISPLAY
UNITS, Stockholm, Sweden, 12 - 15
May, 1986, Editors: B. Knave and P. G.
Wideback, North-Holland, Elsevier Sci-
ence Publishers. [ |




CSEA Wins Grievance Against the State of California

The California State Employees’ Associa-
tion (SEIU Local 1000) has won a grievance
against the State of California Employment
Development Department (EDD) reaffirm-
ing contract provisions requiring the instal-
lation of noise shields for printers and
anti-glare screens when needed to eliminate
glare. The following is a report from CSEA
about how their union won this victory.

You work for one of the largest state
agencies in California. You can’t eliminate
the glare from the VDT they just installed
on your desk. The noise from the printer is
so loud that when it is running you can’t
hear a word anyone is saying on the tele-
phone. And the chair you are sitting on isn’t
adjustable. Do you:

1.) Build a cardboard hood for the VDT?

2.) Buy dark sunglasses and set of ear
plugs?

3.) Adjust the VDT’s height by propping it
on a phone book?

4.) Do nothing? . . . or
5.) File a health and safety grievance?

For employees of the State of California,
Employment Development Department
(EDD) questions like these are becoming all
too real as automation of the agency
reaches the half-way point. When complet-
ed, EDD will have 134 unemployment in-
surance offices, 21 disability insurance
offices, 25 job order sharing networks, and
39 employment tax offices on-line.

“Dealing with the problems associated
with the introduction of VDT’s in an agen-
cy as large and diversified as EDD has not
been easy,” according to Peter Schiller, a job
steward for the California State Employees’
Association (CSEA/SEIU Local 1000).

“Our initial concern has been to try to
educate staff about VDT health and safe-
ty issues. To do this, we’ve been working to-
gether with the VDT Coalition and holding
worksite meetings in offices throughout the
Bay Area. Where problems are identified
we encourage employees to try to work
cooperatively with local office manage-
ment in resolving them. When this has not
worked, we have been filing class action
health and safety grievances. To date we

have won grievances in field offices in San
Francisco, Hayward, Antioch, and South
San Francisco?

In the Department’s response to the
grievances, EDD Deputy Director John
Healy acknowledged the agency’s respon-
sibility to provide anti-glare screens and
noise shields for any field office requiring
them, reaffirming existing collective bar-
gaining contract provisions.

Healy also indicated EDD’s intention to
comply with the VDT purchasing guide-
lines issued last May by the State Office of
Information Technology (see Video News,
vol. 2, No. 4, Spring 1985). Accordingly,
EDD is now making ergonomically
designed desks and chairs available to
offices requesting them.

Schiller added, “Our main objective is to
work cooperatively with management to
identify and correct potential problems as
each office is being brought on-line. We cer-
tainly have not resolved all the problems,
but I think that we’re headed in the right
direction?’

LONG DELAYED NIOSH PREGNANCY STUDY OK'D

After numerous delays the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health
(NIOSH) has received conditional approval from the federal Office of Management and
Budget (OMB) to begin the first U.S. government study of the possible adverse effects of
VDT use on pregnancy outcomes. After vetoeing the study in 1985, OMB reversed its po-
sition in June of this year and has permitted NIOSH to proceed with a revised research

plan to study 2000 VDT workers.

NIOSH first proposed the study four years ago in response to several widely publicized

clusters of problems pregnancies among VDT workers. Bell South,
a regional telephone company whose employees would be the fo-
cus of the study, has argued that the study is poorly designed and
unfairly singles out the telecommunications industry. While Bell
South claims to be concerned with the scientific accuracy of the
study, David LeGrande, director of occupational safety and health
for the Communications Workers of America, said, “Bell South
has done everything they can to prevent the study from being done”’

Until now, the OMB has upheld Bell South’s objections claim-
ing the study design was flawed. But, after congressional hearings
in which OMB was accused of deliberately stalling the study, they
gave NIOSH conditional approval to proceed. Among the OMB
conditions are the requirement that NIOSH obtain medial records
validating all reported pregnancy problems and the elimination of
questions about stress and fertility from the questionnaire distribut-
ed to the study population.

According to VDT News, Dr. Teresa Schnorr, the NIOSH study
director, said that the deletions will harm the $450, study but
NIOSH will proceed nonetheless. Other VDT researchers outside
of NIOSH, including Dr. Butler of the University of Michigan who
is completing his own VDT reproduction study, agree that the loss
of the questions about stress and fertility will make it difficult to
get valid results.

Dr. Schorr expects the study to be completed in the fall of 1988.
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