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WOMEN'S OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH RESOURCE CENTER

Hazards for laundry Workers
Women laundry and dry cleaning
workers have a higher rate for several types of cancer than women in
other occupations, according to a
recent study at the University of
Wisconsin.
The highest rates are for canCer of
the kidneys and genitals, followed by
a lesser rate of cancers of the bladder,
skin and lymph tissues. The authors
of the study, Ronald M. Katz and
Dr. David Jowett, who is professor
of science and environmental change
at the university, also noted that
tetrachloroethylene, the primary dry
cleaning solveut used in the United
States, can cause cancer in laboratory rats. Iu humans it has been
shown to cause kidney and liver
abnormalities, irritation of the eyes
and upper respiratory tract, fatigue,
nausea, drowsiness and memory
impairment.
The AFL-CIO has cautioned members who are laundry and dry cleaning workers to be wary not only of
tetrachloroethylene, but of the dry
cleaning solvents perchloroethylene
and carbon tetrachloride. A recent
pamphlet prepared by the Labor
Occupational Health Program of the
union's Food and Beverage Trades
Department warns:
.. Drycleaning machinery should be
installed with solvent-recycling devices called sniffers which keep vapors
in the machine and out of the air.
This saves the workers' health while
saving on solvent costs, too. Ventilation hoods (dra wing fumes away from
the nose and mouthl should be
installed in areas where solvents are
used. "
Other safeguards recommended by
the union for both men and women
include:
• Dissolvable laundry bags which
can be placed unopened into the
washer and dissolve in the water.
These protect workers from coming
into contact with germs from house-
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Large volumes of laundry create dust that often can cause breathing problems.
Good ventilation systems should be provided, with vacuums and blowers as aids.

hold laundry and chemicals, dust
and asbestos fibers from industrial
laundry.
• Cotton masks and rubber gloves
for workers who sort laundry;
impermeable gloves and long sleeves
for those who use detergents, bleaches
and chemicals that may irritate the
skin.
e Training for employees who
handle laundry contaminated by radioactive substances or cancer causing
chemicals. According to government
regulations, employers must notify
workers who handle such laundry
and show them how to handle it
safely. Bags carrying the articles
should be clearly marked with warning labels.
'
• Ventilation systems which remove the dust that is often created by
large volumes of laundry and that
can cause breathing difficulties. Industrial vacuum cleaners and blowers
can be used as aids, but not as substitutes for good ventilation.
• Bringing down noise levels by
enclosing noisy machinery, putting

Machinery should have guards and
automatic shutoffs to prevent
accidents. Pressing equipment should
require use of two hands.

up room dividers and installing soundproof wall material. Since noise can
cause stress, and high levels perma-

nent hearing loss, workers should
have earmuffs or plugs if the above

that can be performed while seated.
Standingjobs should be rotated with
sitting jobs. For those who must
stand all day, fatigue mats should be
obtained from laundry supply stores.
• Guards and automatic shutoffs
on machinery to prevent accidents.
Washers and dryers should stop when
their doors open. Conveyer belts and
power wringers should be covered
with guards.
• Good maintenance of machinery to prevent excessive noise and
leaks, which could lead to electric
shock.
• Transferring pregnant workers
(with salary rentention) from tasks
that could cause birth defects. Potential fathers and pregnant mothers
should especially not be exposed to
carcinogenic chemicals since these
may also cause mutations in the
sperm or fetus. Pregnant workers
should not be required to lift heavy
loads or to strain.
• Laundry workers should wash
often and should have clean areas
away from the dirty laundry in which
to eat.
• Action to prevent stress caused
by excess workload, speedup and job
monotony. Stress increases the risk
of a variety of diseases from heart
ailments to emotional problems.

Room dividers and soundproof wall material can help bring down noise levels.

safeguards do not screen out enough

noise. Laundry workers should have
their hearing checked regularly.
• Use of powdered rather than
liquid soaps and bleaches to avoid
eye injuries. Workers should read the
labels of detergents to find out what
chemicals they contain.
• Insulation of heat-producing
equipment and installation of ventilators and dehumidifiers. Too much
heat can cause increased heart beat
rates and high blood pressure. In
extreme cases it can cause heat rash,
cramps, fainting and heat stroke.

Water Jountains in laundries are a
must.
• Pressing equipment that requires
two hands to operate in order to prevent burns. Machinery should be
equipped with gauges and valves to
prevent steam pressure build-up.
Burn care kits should be placed
throughout the plant.
• Prevention of strains - which
account for 40 percent of lost-time
injuries among laundry workers by use of modern laundry bins which
have lifts to bring the laundry up.
Stools should be provided for jobs

For copies oj the pamphlet Does
Your Laundry Have a Clean Bill of
Health? write to SaJety and Health
Program, Food and Beverage Trades
Department, AFL-CIO, 815 Sixteenth
St. NW, Washington, D.C. 20006, or
call (202) 737-7200.
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