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To some here tonight it may seem 
strange that a non-medical specialist is stan
ding before you, speaking on a topic which 
ultimately involves the profession of medi
cine. To these listeners let me say that 
there is no infring ment or intrusion into 
the sphere of influence of the medical pro
fession. Rather, the subject in hand deals 
with an adjunct to the medical profession 
in the problems of ind ustrialization fas;ed 
by them. Just as you would use a skilled 
laboratory technician to assist you in the 
diagnosis of a patient's problem, so the 
environmental health worker should be pre
pared to assist you in the determination and 
elimination of the causes of occupational 
and ind ustrial diseases. It is a facet of 
preventive medicine or, if you will, Public 
Health. 

For many centuries the medical man 
and his co-inhabitants of this vale of tears 
were concerned with the control of disease 
and pestilance caused by living organisms. 
To a degree he has succeeded in subjuga
ting these organisms through control of the 
environments which permit their propaga
tion and dissemination, through antibiotics 
and through immunization. Medical history 
tells us that the first teams of workers in 
the field of preventative medicine were 
mad e up of a Doctor and the equivalent of 
today's Public Health Inspector or Envi
ronmentalist. These two, working side by 
side did much to reduce the incidence of 
pestilence and epidemics and many of the 
fundamentals laid down by them still hold 
true today. It is unfortunate that man as 
a whole has a tendency to · vacillate as a 
pendulum and when an "apothecaries 

stone" appears on the horizon he often 
tends to swing completely to the magic 
touch only to find out later that the magic 
touch is not enough or is transient and 
some of the basic good old ways still hold 
true. 

Over the years, in many countries, the 
Doctor's pendulum swung away from his 
earlier ally and he became the "good old 
retainer" , doing mostly clerical and clinical 
work with a few car washings thrown in. 
The time has come for the pendulum to 
swing back to the "good old days" so to 
speak and to reunite this team. Granted, 
there is need for a look at this man's edu
cation and training. It does need upgra
ding but his value to the doctor AS A 
FIELD MAN cannot be minimized nor can 
there by any hope of accomplishing the 
upgrading without the support of the 
Doctor. 

Let us now see why such steps are 
necessary. 

Man, in many ways, can be compared 
to the wolverine. The wolverine fouls what 
he thinks he cannot use, even his environ
ment. Man, in his attempts to progress 
technologically and in order to insure a 
more comfortable material environment, 
fouls his streams, his air and destroys his 
productive natural environment as well as 
his fellow man with the wastes and pro
cesses he uses in producing the "better 
environment", the "prestige" manner of 
living. 

As I have implied, man has produced 

* A lecture given to the Malayan Medical Association (Central Branch) on 1st December 1965. 
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a whole new set of diseases by his techno·· 
logical advances and has augmented the 
effectiveness of some of the old ones, par
ticularly in the respiratory groups. This has 
brought about the necessity for a discipline 
called, Occupational and Industrial Health. 
The environmental health worker, be he 
called Public Health Inspector, Sanitarian 
or Engineer can and must play a vital role 
in this di~cipline. 

We proudly proclaim that we modems 
have instituted this new di-cipline. This 
could not be further from the truth. It is 
only the result of the pendulum swinging 
back toward its proper perspective. 

About two hundred and fifty years ago 
there was a doctor in Italy. who was quite 
a far-sighted individual. He had no col
leagues for stimulus nor, in spite of the 
fact that he was an excellent teacher and 
a devoted cru~ader, did he have any early 
followers. He accurately predicted the 
coming of the period of occupational di
seases, not from an academic or laboratory 
situation but by living among the workers, 
tracing their illnesses to their precise causes 
and creating methods for their prevention. 
Lt can tie said, with little risk of challenge, 
that his understanding of the need for and 
the opportunities in preventative occupa
tional and industrial health exceeded that 
of about ninety-five percent of the physi
cians in the so-called industrial countries 
today. He could probably walk into any 
office of industrial and occupational health 
and say "Move along boys, I'm taking 
over. " 

The key to his many successes is found 
in a very simple question he asked of his 
patients. "Of what trade are you?" He 
accurately diagnosed and instituted protec
tive measures for lead poisoning among 
pottery workers, mercury poi oning among 
the gold and silversmiths, the organic toxins 
in the painters trade, silicosis and a host of 
less spectacular dermatitis. I recomm(md 
for your reading a book entitled. "De 
Morbis Artificum Diatriba", (The Diseases 
of the Artificers) written by this man, Dr. 
Bernadin Ramazzini in the year 1700AD. 

This digression into the past completed, 
let us now look at some of the problems 
facing us today. Granted there are many 
of the old ones still with us but technology 
has added a host more. What is happen-

ing in this rapidly developing country? 
What will be the long term results? What 
steps can be taken to head off or minimize 
the hazards and problems ahead? 

First things first. What is happening? 
Ncw industries are springing up like mush
rooms. Old industries, in order to survive 
competition are stepping up production 
while retaining many or all old facilities. 
Technological progress is being made by 
leaps and bcunds. Lead is filling the bod
ies of tattery reclaiming workers. Toxic 
chemicals are attacking in the paint and 
plastic ind ustries. Arsenicals are infiltra
ting, not cnly the workers in some occupa
tions, but also small water supplies of peo
ple totally unrelated to the industry res
ponsible. It is reasonable to assume that 
there may be some radiation poisoning 
playing its role in some industries such as 
watch face dial painting. Yes, progress is 
being made and in some instances uncheck
ed to the detriment of the workers, the po
pulation and the natural resources of the 
country. 

This may sound dramatic, but unfor
tunately much of the drama may not be
come apparent for several years. You, as 
medical officers and doctors are well aware 
of the slow, insidious progress of some of 
these diseases as well as their ultimate re
sults in crippling, debilitating and even in 
causing death. 

On the positive side of the ledger, al
though time is rapidly running out, Malay
sia has a chance. Unlike the more indus
trially advanced countries there is still some 
chance to put in checks and balances to 
prevent the economic losses and the human 
suffering which follow uncontrolled indus
trialization expansion. Once before, I made 
this statement and it was quoted slightly 
out of context. The headline in the paper 
read, "'Malaysia is Ahead of the United 
States,' says W.H.O. Expert." You have 
heard of the shot which resounded round 
the world? I leave the rest to your imag
ination. I ~hould like to repeat the state
ment once again. Malaysia does have an 
advantage over the older, industrially deve
loped countries in that, with proper checks 
and balances now, it will not need to face 
the costs my own country and others are 
faced with today. Millions of U.S. dollars 
are being spent daily to set right that which 
could have been prevented or minimized. 



4 OCCU PATION AND INDUSTRIAL HEALTH 

One may ask, "How far can industria
lization go?" "How many trades or occu
pations are there?" I cannot really stand 
before yeu and tell you what you now have 
in numbers in this country. I have. not 
been here that long nor has my work taken 
me to the industrial and occupational as
pects of preventative work. I can however, 
give you some inkling of what is ahead by 
using some information from my own 
country. In the United States of America 
alone there are some 25,000 different occup
ations of which three-fourths involve the 
use of machinery and toxic substances. 
While, at the moment, Malaysia does not 
have to ccntend with an industrial popula
tion the size of America, many of these 
same industries are developing here and it 
is reasonable to assume, with a healthy 
economic climate, many more will follow. 
It is time to draw the lin of demarkation. 

1 have mentioned the number of occu
pations and indicated the percentage that 
use chemicals and machineries. Let us 
consid.er a rapidly developing industry, the 
textile industry which is growing quite ra
pidly here and in Singapore. Less than a 
half century ago the textile worker dealt 
with a few vegetable dyes. some machinery 
and mainly vegetable and animal fibers. 
M uch of the work was done on hand looms. 
Today the textile worker is surrounded by 
a maze of high-speed machinery and a 
whole gamut of chemicals ranging from 
powerful detergents through fungicides , 
wetting agents, mildew preventatives, lubri
cants, repc:llers, desizers and sizers and fI
nishes. It is true that the textile of today, 
in its fin ished states, is generally su perior 
to its grand-parent but what of the worker 
exposed to these agents? What has been 
done to prctect him from the fumes and 
vapors, splashes and mau ling of machinery? 

With industrialization has come ma
chinery and machine shops producing parts 
or finished products. Some of these opera
tions may utilize as many as three hundred 
different types of lubricants and coolants 
for the op<:ration of their machinery. All 
of these are not necessarily harmful to the 
worker but there can be little doubt that 
many, no matter how useful to the industry 
per se, are detrimental to the worker. 

Industrial and occupational ' hygienists 
have establi shed criteria for threshold limits 
of many of the chem icals found in the 

variou s indu stries. These limits are, of 
course, subject to change as new informa
tion becomes available. The free inter
change of this information between COLII1-

tries and disciplines has done much to 
improve the lot of the various workers. 
They should not be taken as absolute how
ever. As in the case of the a llergic patient, 
there are exceptions among individuals as 
to their tolerance levels for a particular 
wbstance and the LENGTH OF TIME 
they can be exposed to them. For example, 
and as a generality, caucasian races are 
more su ~ceptible to dermatitis than the 
o riental races. There are some substances 
which are cumulative but may be eliminated 
from the body over a period of time if no 
add itional exposure is made. There are 
other cumulative substances which are never 
eliminated. This puts me in mind of what 
a learned friend , Dr. Carey P. McCord, 
once sa id to an industriali st, " Lead poison
ing is like pregnancy, you are never just a 
little b it pregnant." I would recommend 
for your consideration the examination of 
workers at some of the lead reclaiming 
operations in the country. ~ 

A word or two of caution is necessa ry. 
There are none of us here tonight who 
wculd begrudge a hard-working man his 
right to compensation for injury o r damage 
to health and earning ability. At the same 
time it behoves us to deal justly with these 
problems. A case to illu strate my meaning 
is when an unscrupulous person attempts 
to gain compensation which is unearned . Jt 
is our moral obligation to protect the man
ufactu rer against wch ind ivid uals : 

An individual in a machine shop deve
lop d a rash on his feet. He claimed it 
was caused by the machinery's lubrica nt 
splashing him. Sounds legit imate enough 
t; ince some of the lubricants are irrita nt. 
The substance was tested and found to be 
not toxic. The union and the worker in
sisted. It was noticed that the rash stopped 
in the vicinity of the worker's ankle. A 
piece of the sock was cut off and taped to 
his thigh. Within three hours the rash de
veloped. Result - one claim for indu strial 
compensation blown and six pairs of black
market socks lost to the worker. 

There are over 350 established limit 
values fo r substances used in industry or 
which are encountered as a part of an oc
cupation. The question would naturally 
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arise, " How many of thEse substances are 
being used in Malays ia?" I will be quite 
honest with you and frankly state, " I do 
not know. " I do know of a few. There 
are undeubtedly more but as I have ex-. 
plained , I havE little to do with this aspect 
of health at the moment. I do feel quite 
strongly however, that since many industries 
are moving into the rural areas and thus 
escaping rEst rictions as set down by town 
boards, something will be done in this 
direction. 

I believe we can consider all the insec
ticides. The halogenated hydrocarbons and 
organo-phosphors are all cumCllative in their 
effect with respect to man. The latter in
terferes with choline-esterase - acetyl cho
line metabolism at nerve endings and are 
extremely dangerous in the high concentrate 
forms. 

Benzol certainly is used. High exposure 
for five minutes in a confined space can 
knock you cut in five minutes and your 
future location. either heaven or hell, will 
be dEc ided by the life you have led afte r 
Cl ten-minute exposure. Continuous ex posure 
to low, unnoticeable amounts will cause 
5ubcutaneous bleeding and can result in 
blindness. Industria lly it is an excellent, 
cheap degreaser. It also affEcts the skin in 
the same manner, with co rres pondiIl~ der
matitis to prove it. 

T he anilines and thei r derivat ives, I am 
reasonably cErtai n, are found wherever dy
ing or coloring i carried out. 

The modern paint indu st ry may have 
as ma ny as twentyingred ients in its paint 
pro::luct amcng which will be irritating 
alcchols, acetates, xylol and various stea
rates such as zinc. 

Chrome and zinc plating are also ca r
riEd out hEre and I should indeed be sur
prised if thEY are free of the "chrome 
u!cer". 

Lead p oisoning has been mention. Even 
the baker cannot be eliminated , what with 
all the wonderful bleaching agents now 
being added to hi s fl our. Much less can 
paratfin boil in the cand le-making industry 
be ignored se you see there is a long road 
ahead . Solutions to these problems being 
with the estab lishment of standard s, t raining 
of personnel a nd proper legislation to en
force the standa rd £. Bas ic manpower and 
laborater, £taff are available but there need 
to be spEcialization and a trained inspecto
rate to follow up. 

In conclusion, I should like to point 
out th e fact that time is running out and 
positive steps by Ministry need your sup
port in implementation . 


