
in 

export processing zones

A P R I L  2 0 0 3  •  P A R T I A L  D R A F T :  C H A P T E R S  1 - 5 

© 2003 Hesperian Foundation

Please do not reproduce or quote from this guide. These 
chapters are a preliminary version for review purposes 
only. Please write to us if you would like a copy of the 
finished book.

The Hesperian Foundation
1919 Addison St. #304, Berkeley, CA 94704
tel: (1-510) 845-4507 fax (1-510) 845-0539

http://www.hesperian.org  

A Health Guide 
for Workers



Workers’ Health and Safety Draft - Please do not circulateDraft - Please do not circulate Draft - Please do not circulateDraft - Please do not circulate

GARMENT WORKERS Page

P a r t  1 : Improving Work for Better Health......................................................... 1 

Chapter 1: Your work, your health, and a healthy community.......................... 2

Working for a living.................................................................................................. 3
Employers are responsible for healthy jobs............................................................. 4
Organizing for better jobs......................................................................................... 4
Workers rights............................................................................................................ 5
	 Women’s rights..................................................................................................... 5
	 Voluntary codes of conduct................................................................................. 6
	 The role of unions................................................................................................ 6
	 Other worker organizations................................................................................. 7
How can work in a garment factory harm your health?.......................................... 8
	 Work Dangers..................................................................................................... 10
	 Social Dangers.................................................................................................... 12
	 Women are most affected.................................................................................. 13
Make work safer by getting rid of dangers............................................................. 14 

Chapter 2: Free Trade - bad medicine.................................................................. 16

A race to the bottom................................................................................................ 18
Organizing in Export Processing Zones................................................................. 19 

Chapter 3: Where do you begin?........................................................................... 20

Talk with your co-workers....................................................................................... 21
	 Talk in small groups........................................................................................... 23
	 Survey many workers.......................................................................................... 24
	 Make a body map............................................................................................... 25
	 Make a work hazard map................................................................................... 26
	 Make a work-life map......................................................................................... 27
Analyze as a group what you heard........................................................................ 28
Share what you have learned................................................................................... 28
The root causes of worker health problems........................................................... 29
	 Juanita’s story...................................................................................................... 30
	 Looking for root causes...................................................................................... 30
	 Asking “But why?”.............................................................................................. 31
	 Analyze the root causes...................................................................................... 32 

Chapter 4: Organizing for change........................................................................ 34

Step 1: Chose a problem that most workers feel is important.............................. 36
Step 2: Decide how to solve the problem............................................................... 37
Step 3: Look at your strengths, obstacles, and allies.............................................. 38
Step 4: Plan for action.............................................................................................. 39
Step 5: Check in: How is the plan is going?........................................................... 40
Step 6: Adjust the plan if you need to..................................................................... 40
Take Action to win change...................................................................................... 42
Gather more information and find your allies....................................................... 44
	 Measuring hazards............................................................................................. 46 



Draft - Please do not circulateDraft - Please do not circulate Draft - Please do not circulateDraft - Please do not circulate

P a r t  2 :  Dangers and Solutions.......................................................................... 47 

Chapter 5: Work Dangers and Solutions............................................................. 48

Strain and overuse injuries (Ergonomics).............................................................. 50
Fire............................................................................................................................ 66
Chemicals ................................................................................................................ 70
Dust........................................................................................................................... 87
Water and toilets...................................................................................................... 89
Rest, food, and an eating place............................................................................... 92
Getting pregnant and having a baby...................................................................... 94
Heat and Cold ......................................................................................................... 97
Machine safety ....................................................................................................... 101
Electrical Safety....................................................................................................... 108
Noise....................................................................................................................... 112
Light........................................................................................................................ 115
TB (Tuberculosis)................................................................................................... 116
When you work at home....................................................................................... 118
Beyond the factory walls........................................................................................ 122 

Chapter 6: Social Dangers and Solutions   
(Note: This chapter is not written yet.)

Stress
Low wages and poverty 
Pressure to work faster
Overwork and long hours
Organizing a union
Discrimination
Discrimination against women
Sexual harassment
Caring for your family (the second shift)
Child labor
Migration and immigration 
Housing and city services
Transportation
Violence
Access to medical services
HIV/AIDS
Forced labor 

A list of difficult words (Glossary)..................................................................... 131

Page



Workers’ Health and Safety Draft - Please do not circulateDraft - Please do not circulate Draft - Please do not circulateDraft - Please do not circulate

About this book
This book is for garment industry workers who want to make their working 
conditions safer and healthier. If you are a garment worker, it can help you 
identify dangers in your workplace and make changes that prevent workers from 
getting sick or injured on the job. If you are a labor or community organizer, or 
a health care worker, it can introduce you to common problems faced by workers 
in the garment industry. 

This book contains information most 
useful to workers in garment factories in 
Export Processing Zones (EPZs). There 
are EPZs in dozens of countries around 
the world where factories make clothing 
and shoes, electronic equipment, toys, 
car parts and other products. 

How to use this book
There are three kinds of information in this book:

• 	 Information about the health and safety dangers in the garment industry 
and ways to prevent health and safety problems.

• 	 Suggestions for working with others for better working conditions.
• 	 Reference sections with additional information.

The Table of Contents will show you what information is in this book and on what 
page you can find it. 

This book cannot show the many different work processes and machinery used 
in every garment factory. The problems workers face are the same despite these 
differences. To get the most out of this book, adapt the information to the situation 
in your factory. 

Learn from experience
This book is created from the experiences of workers and organizers. We have 
learned from successes as well as from struggles where success has not happened 
yet. We want to learn how you are improving conditions in your factory, too. Please 
share your experiences with us so we can share them with others. 

We encourage you to tear our ideas to pieces. Save only 
what you can use or adapt to your needs. 


