EF.GONOMICS...

(Editer’s Nocs: Ergonomnics, the
effort to'rmaka wark less diffi-
cult, has bacerme an important
“sciznce” in the erea of health
and safsty on the job. The
following article has been
preparsd by The Center to
Protscc Workars' Rights (the
ressarch arm of the Building
and Construction Trades
Department] and is designad
to inform union rmembers of
on-going rssearch and pro-

grams in this irmportanc field)
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Introduction

Ergonomics is becoming a
popular word now. Cars are sold
because of ergonomic features.
Secretaries are suffering from
wrist injurias because of 2rgonomic
problerns with their workscations.
But what does it mean fcr con-
struction werkers?

Ergonomics generally means try-
ing to change the workplace to fit |
the worker and prevent injuries.
Ergonomists, however, oftzn focus
on the prevention of musculoskele-
tal injuries-that is, back injuries,
wrist problems, knee and shoulder
injuries. This is where most of the
injuries lie and most of tha costs
for workers compensation.

About one-quartar to one-third
of workplace injuries are ergonomic
injuries and they represasnt about
one-half of worker compensation
costs,

Each back injury, for axample, is
estimated to Cost contractars
about $9,000 in compensatian and
medical costs. Many workars also
ares being forced to retire sarly
because they are injursd or thair
bodies are worn out. Soms con-
struction warkers cant remain on
the job beyond their fifties due to
£he strenuous nature of their wark.

Sa, if we think of ergonomics in
construction as the prevantion of
back injuries and other sprains and
strains, it is clearly an impcrtant
area for contractors and workers
on which to focus.

What Causes
Ergonomic Injuries?

Ergonomic injurias are associatad
with several well-known risk fac-
tors. These include highly repstitive
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tasks; large amounts of (Zng, fow-
ering or force; awkward acszurss;
vibrating teols or equiprsns

cold stress; and uncomio=3le
tool grips.

These, of course, ars =rmmon
prablems in constructics work.
Sorme peopla might argus thac
these ars just part of to= ¢b and
that nothing can be dens ==cut
the problem. But some criorsctors
have bean able to reducs Hjury
rates succassfully throus
attention to ergonomics.

What Can Be Dons
To Prevent _
Ergonomic Injuriss?

Prevention of argoncmic injuriss
invalves identifying thoss tts or
tasks that place workars =t higher
risk of injury and then d=sicning
intarventions or solutiorns st will
reduce the risk.

High-risk jobs can &= identi-
fied by looking at inzry
records such as C=HA legs
and workers' come msocrts;
talking with insurarcs
carriers; and by taking with _
workers about wini=h cbs
thay find particulary divicult
to do. Workers oft=: czn t2ll
which jobs need ts == lcaked
at and they have te osst
idess as to how jots 2=n be
medifizd. The goal, & ccurss,
is to work srmartsn, oo
harder.

I Chacklists can be ==¢ to
identify and kesp o=k of
ergonomic hazards & tha
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construction industry.,
Currently, the Centar to
Protect Waorkars Rights is
working to develop a stan-
dardized chacklist for use in
identifying and tracking these
hazards.

Tgals and equipment also
can be a source for
ergonomic injuries. Vibrating
pneumatic pavement break-
ers can cause injury to the
hands, wrists and shoulders.
Poor seating on construc-
tion vehicles can cause
injury to workers from
wiole-body vibration. Using
poorly designed taols in
awkward positions or repet-
itively is another possible
.problem. Recantly, toal man-
ufactures have begun paying
attention to ergonomics in
the design of tools to make
them rmore comfortable to
hold and use. -

vadys

g On-site exsrcise programs
can help warkers strstch
thair muscles before work
and perijodically during
breaks. Such programs are
believed to help prevent
injury.

E Warker training is another

important slement in injury
prevention. Workers should
ba taught about the ways
work can result in
srgonomic injuries and how
injuries can bes prevantad by
redssigning jobs and work
rmethods.

E Praplanning of job tasks also -

can significantly reduce the
possibility of injury. Each job
should includs a discussion
of ergonomic considsracions,
including the delivery,
handling and installation of
materials. CoL -
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Woerk methods and
organization also can ba an
important facter in prevenc-
ing injury. Often, injuriss can
occur whan warkers are
rushad by production
schedulss that are unreslis-
tic or by not having 2nough
availabla hslp.

Beturn-to-work programs
can halp reduce injury
probems as well. Statistics
show that the lengsr work-
ers ars away from work-
dua to injury, sicknass, vaca-
tion or other tims off-the
harder it is for them to
return co work and safe
work practicas.

In Conclusion.

The Occupational Safzty and
Health Administration will be
proposing naw regulations to
prevent ergonomic injuries later
this year. Mzny of the slements
discussead in this articls are
expactad to be included,

Also, The Center to Protsct
Workers' Rights is angsgad in an
on-going ressarch projsct, fundad
by the Naticnal Instituts for
Occupational Safsty and Hesalth, to
help identify high-risk tasks in con-
struction and to figure out what
can be done to further reduce ths
risk of injury on the job.

Sevaral publications and 2 short
vidao are avsilsble from the Cent=r.
Faor more infcrmation or publica-
tions, contact the:

Centzr To Protsct
Workers' Rights
(202) 962-8420.

The Center also has fundad a
resource center at the Universicy
of lowa tao collect information about
ergecnomic problems and solutiens
in construction. A bibliography of
available information may be
cbtained by contacting
Mike Olsan ac [(319) 335-4817.
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