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IMPROVING HEALTH AND SAFETY
IN THE AGRICULTURAL WORKPLACE

THE HISTORY OF OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH
AS AN AGRICULTURAL CONCERN

In one of the earliest references to occupational disease, the Swedish
archbishop Olaus Magnus warned in 1555 in his Historia de Gentibus
Septentrionalibus (History of the Nordic peoples) about the “damage to
the vital organs of threshers from inhaling grain dusts” (1). This respi-
ratory hazard of farmwork was again noted 150 years later by the Ital-
ian physician Bernadino Ramazzini in his seminal work on occupational
health hazards, De Morbis Artificum (The diseases of workers) (2). While
these early observations called attention to occupational hazards in agri-
culture, the field of occupational health has been driven, since the late
18th century, by the urban engines and industries of the industrial revo-
lution, and this focus on heavy industry has continued to the present time.
The industrial revolution in Great Britain was a direct cause of nu-
merous occupational and nonoccupational health hazards in British
cities. Charles Dickens’s Hard Times paints a grim picture of the filth
and pollution in his fictional but realistic Coketown:
It was a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke
and ashes had allowed it; but as matters stood it was a town of unnatural red
and black like the painted face of a savage. It was a town of machinery and
tall chimneys, out of which interminable serpents of smoke trailed themselves
for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled. It had a black canal in it, and a
river that ran purple with ill-smelling dye. (3)

Urban pollution and its associated public health hazards in Great
Britain led to one of the earliest triumphs of epidemiology, the recog-
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