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Absiract

This paper anravels the phyvsical and psychological health problems of garment workers in Fiji, It is based on research work
done betweenl] 997-2007. Majority of the garment workers are women, The main physical health problems faced by workers
are: ‘Occupational fatigue syndrome’, body pains, obesity, and bladder and kidney problems. The majorpsvehological problems
work stress and depression. Work stress and depression are caused by ‘intensification of work” to meet daily targets, strict fac
tary riles and regulations, poor pay, poor working conditions, in-lman abuse, and fear of job loss. Since garment workers do
nar have much educarion and skills they have no other aprion but ro work for the garment industry and suffer in sitence. (PHID

2006 Vol 13 No 2 Pages 65 - 70)

Introduction

In the last twenty years, the world economy has
transformed drastically as a result of an ever increasing
shift of production processes from developed first world
countries to developing third world countries (Dicken,
1892). The South Pacific region and particularly Fiji
is no exception to this trend. In Fiji, one of the main
industries that developed as a result of global shift of
production was the garment industry. Garment industry
is one of the most competitive industries in the world as
manufacturers complete on price and quality. This leads
to the situation of ‘race to the bottom™ as employers try
to reduce thair cost of production (including wages) and
at the same time get the maximum out of the workers.
This competition leads to intensification of work, which
in turn has impact on the health of workers. This paper
thus examines some of the health problems faced by Fiji
garment workers and concentrates on both the physical
and psychological health problems.

Research Methodology

The paper is based on an extensive research conducted
on the Fiji Garment Industry by the author between
1997-2005. The author has conducted three major
researches between this period. The first research was
conducted in 1.997, as a project commissioned by the
Fiji Textile Footwear and Clothing Council and fundad by
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

1 Thisis a concept, which means thal manufeciurers will guole
a lower price to win a tender and then try to reduce their pro-
duction cost one of which is labour cost.
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This research examined issues such as workers wages,
working conditions, absenteeism, and turnover®. The
sample for this research was 15 garment firms and 300
garment workers (for details see Chand, et al, 1997).
The second research was conducted between the
period 1999-2002. This was based on an extensive
study of twenty-four garment firms, including five
detailed ethnographic case studies. The third research
was conducted between the period 2004-2005.

Physical Health Problems

There are a number of health problem faced by garment
workers in Fiji. They include occupational fatigue
syndrome, obesity, and bladder complicalions. These
are discussed in detail below.

Occupational Fatigue Syndrome

The first major health problem reported by gafment
workers in Fiji is occupational fatigue syndrome. They
get very tired and exhausted at the end of the working
day. This is due to the hard work and intensification
of work pressure to meet hourly targets. This is
exacerbated by o vertime night work during weekdays
and work during weekend work.

The following comments made by machinists exemplify
the major health problems suffered by garment
workers,

One worker mentionad:

“l have been working in this garment factory for last
fifteen years. At the end of each day | am very tired. |
tell yau, | am so tired and by the time | come home, |
do not have the energy to do any housework and cook
for dinner. Lucky I have two daughters and a caring
hushand who all help oul.” {Interview with a garment
worker, March 20085).

2 I conducted this research with the assistance of six USP
students.
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Another worker had this to say:

“At the end of each day, | get very tired. | don't like my
Jjob, but | can’t help it because | need the money to feed
my family. | plan to work for another five years till my
children grow up and | will quit. | wish my parents had
pushed me to study more. | could have got a better job.
Only I know what | am going through. | do nof want my
daughters to ever work in a garment factory like me. Life
is tough, you know.” (Interview with a garment worker,
February 2007).

Body pains

The second major health problem is body pains. The
symptoms of this are ‘back pain’ due to sitting in a bent
position for long hours ‘neck pain', ‘shoulder pain, ‘arm
pain’, and ‘leg pain’ by continuously pressing the sewing
machine's foot pedal. The following comments made
by machinists underscore the problem. One worker
mentioned:

During my interviews
a number of garment
workers (especially
women) mentioned
that according to their

“Most times my whole body is painful.
I get pains in my lower back, the back
of my shoulder, neck, arms, and legs.

Another worker said:

is ‘bladder complications’ especially machinists. During
my interviews a number of garment workers (especially
women) mentioned that according to their doctors they
have developed ‘bladder problems’ as a result of not
drinking enough water and also not urinating when
required. For example, one female garment worker had
this to say:

“My empiloyer is very strict in terms of visiting the toilet.
My doctor has told me | have my bladder problem
because | do not visit toilet often. | know a faw workers
in our factory who have this same problem. | try to drink
less water everyday so that | do not need to go to the
toilet vary often. Most workers do the same. Our boss
does not care and we are the ones that suffer. He is
only eoncerned about making money and does not care
what happens to us. We workers also hide our health
problems from our bosses. If | did complain to him that
| have bladder problem, | know he will
sack me.” (Interview with a garment
worker, March 2005).

In the hot tropical summer season
(between October- April) and especially
in crowed and cramped garment

“Everyday, | have pains in my shoulder, doctars th'ey i factories workers would need to drink
arms, and neck. They all become developed ‘bladder walter at regular intervals. But the strict
stiff". problems’ as a result  faciory rules do not allow workers this

of not drinking enough  opportunity to drink water and hydrate
Obesity water and also not themselves and hence it has impact on

The third major health problem facing urinating when required the health of the workers.

some garment workers (especially

machinists) is ‘obesity’ which is due largely as result of
the nature of work and the restricted physical movement
in the factory. In garment factory, machinists tend to sit
behind the sewing machines for long hours and only
get off their sit during moring tea for fifteen minutes
and lunch for half hour and this has contributed to their
lack of physical movement. Garment workers may look
healthy, but they are not. For example, one womean
worker mentioned:

“I sit behind the sewing machine all day. You see, | look
plump, and | know | am not fit and heaithy. Before when
[ was not working in the garment factory, | used walk a
fof at home and that kept me slim and healthy but now
I can’t do that because | am sitting behind the machine
whole day, six days a week. | do not walk at home or do
any exercise because after work | am so tied that | do
not feel like doing anything.” (Interview with a garment
woarker, February 2003).

Internal Organ problems
The fourth health problem facing some garment workers
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In addition to enforcement by firm, toilet visits are ‘self-
regulated’ by the workers. The pressure to meet hourly
targets or piece rate quota delers workers from visiting
toilets when needed. One machinist mentioned:

“In our factory, we can go to the toilet during working
hours. But | don't visit toilets during working hours
because | am worried about not meeting my target per
hour. You see if | go to the toilet during working hours, |
will have to come back quickly to my machine and work
harder for the next few hours to catch up for the lost
time. To make it worse, our factory is big and the toilets
are located at the back of the factory and it takes me five
minutes to go and come back to my machine” (Interview
with a garment worker, June 2004).

Psychological Health Problems: Stress and
Depression

In addition to physical health problems, garment workers
also suffer from work related psychological stress.
There are a number of work factors that contribute to
stress and they are as follows:
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Work Intensification Causes Stress

The first situation that causes stress is “work
intensification’. Work intensification exists in all garment
firms in Fiji. Work intensification is a daily occurrence,
but is greater when there are emergency orders from
overseas buyers. Examples of these are when firms
get large or emergency orders to replenish the stocks,
before the Christmas season, or when a number of
buyers want dalivery of garments at one particular
time. Employers, production managers and supervisors
continuously put pressure on workers to perform at a
high speed for 9 hours a day to meet daily production
target rate. This statement by a worker encapsulates
her stress:

“We are under constant pressure fo 1he second situation
that causes stress
is the strict factory
rules and working
conditions. Garment
workers have
complained about the
following harsh terms
and conditions of work

achieve the hourly targets. Everyday
we are reminded to work harder. Qur
supervisor keeps on eye on how many
clothes we sew every hour. If we fall
behind the target we get the growling.
I don'’t like this pressure. What do they
think of us? We are human beings and
not machines” (Interview with a garment
worker, June 2001).

Similarly, a Chinese worker mentioned her sufferings
and she said:

“My recruiter promised me that life would better in Fiji.
My dream of a nice life and job overseas is over. | can't
get out of this situation. My biggest worry is to pay my
debt. | know the more garment | make, the quicker |
repay it. | work, overtime. Without overtime pay, | can't
repay my recruitment fee. After | pay debt, | will start
sending money o my family in China.” {Interview with a
Chinese worker, June 2004).

Another worker from an Asian garment firm mentioned
that in the beginning when she started work she
protested that she was made to work too hard. Her boss
had this to say:

“From today you are a machine. If I tell you to work, you
keep working, If | tell you to sfop, you stop.” (interview
with a Chinese garment worker, July 2004).

Furthermore, some workers believe that hourly targets
or the piece rates are deliberately set high to make them
work harder and faster. One worker claimed:

“Qur production manager sets us a high hourly target. |
have to work very hard to reach my target. | do nof have
time to slack around and | can't talk fo the person next
to me. | do not like working here but | need this job to
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feed my family." (Interview with a garment worker, June
2001).

Even production managers agree that times hourly
targets are set to get the maximum out of the workers.
One production manager claimed:

‘I know employers somefimes set high fargets because
they want to test the maximum limit of output from
workers. They want to see how many workers can
produce. If any one worker reaches that target, then
they tell other workers that if one worker can produce so
much, then why can't they do it. They use the technigue
of playing one worker against another.” (Interview with
a garment production manager, July
2001).

Workers have also complained about
the problem of ‘close supervision' and
they view it as a kind of ‘strictness’ and
‘punishment’. One worker remarked:

“Qur supervisor constantly walks up
and down the our line watching how we
are sewing the garments. This makes
me nervous because | do not like being
constantly watched. It bloody irritates me.” (Interview
with a garment worker, February 20035).

Workers are also compelled to do overtime work an
weekdays, weekends and public holidays. Workers
mentioned that their employers use the threat of
‘dismissal’ of their jobs as coercion to pressure them to
do overtime. The ‘fear’ of losing their job compels them
to listen to their employers. For example, one worker
mentionad:

“We cannot complain that not to do overtime because
wea are afraid that we will be sacked from our job. | need
the money to support my family and so | have to accept
what my bass tells me” (Interview with a garment
worker, February 2005).

The ‘threat of dismissal' is the main technique a
production manager uses to regulate faster production.
Employers create a ‘fear’ amongst workers and use
it as a form of ‘control'. Workers know that there are
hundreds of casual garment workers waiting to join
the industry and hence they work hard to achieve their
hourly quota to retain their job. The above statements by
workers highlight that work intensification is a common
feature in garment industry in Fiji and it causes stress
to workers.

3 In all facfories, rules are posted on nolice boards
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Strict Factory Rules Causes Stress

The second situation that causes stress is the strict
factory rules and working conditions. Garment workers
have complained about the following harsh terms and
conditions of work. Firstly, workers have complained
about strict rules regarding the time to start work. For
example, in the morning workers are required to be
at their machines or work stations at 7.25 am before
starting time of 7.30am. Also morning and afternoon
tea time are supposed to be fifteen minutes each, but
workers in most firms have complained that they actually
get only ten minutes, as approximately five minutes is
wastad in going to the tea room and returning to their
work stations.

Secondly, most garment employers have rules that
restrict workers from visiting the toilet
during working hours. They instruct
workers to visit the toilet during the
morning tea break (10.00-10.15 am) during
lunch break (12.30-1.00pm), and during
the afternoon tea break (3.00-3.15pm)* In
addition, the rules stipulate that workers
cannot visit toilets fifteen minutes prior
to and fifteen minutes after each of their
breaks. For example, a worker cannot go to toilet say
betwean 9.45-10.00 am or 10,15-10.30 am. The rules
regarding toilet visits are monitored and enforced by
SUpervisors.

A worker said:

“We are not allowed fo go to toilet at any time we need
fo. This becomes a problem during our menstrual cycle
when have to go to the toilet to change our pads. Bul
we can't do this in our firm.” {Interview with a female
worker, February 2005).

Poor Pay Causes Stress

The third situation that causes stress is the ‘poor pay’.
Workers constantly worry of whether they will earn
enough to meet their weekly living expenses. In the
interviews workers mentioned that they were not happy
with the amount of wages they received and it was not
fair because as it did not reflect the amount of work they
do each week. For example, one worker mentioned:

"I get $57.60 (SUSD 28.80) per week. This is not
enough to cater for my family's cost of living. | am a
single mother and have two children who go to school.
I have to buy the food, pay our bills and pay for our
weekly bus fares. | have nothing left after | pay for all
of this.” {Interview with a garment worker, February
2005).

The fourth situation
that causes stress
is the ‘fear of job
loss'. There is little
‘job security’ in the
garment industry
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Another worker had this to say:

“I only get $F56 ($USD 28) for 45 hours of work per
week. | think this is not fair for the amount of work | do.
! work hard from morning to afternoon (8-5pm) and |
get not much. My boss is very greedy.” (Inferview with a
garment worker, December 2004).

Another problem with regard to wages is that workers
do not even get what they are entitled to. For example,
workers complained that their employers do not pay
overtime wage rates for work done after 5.00pm or
weekends. One worker claimed:

“Our boss does not pay us the time and half rate for
ovartime work on weekdays and Saturday and double
rate on Sundays. For overtime after 5.00 pm on
weehdays and on Safurday, we are supposed lo get
time and half per hour and on Sunday
and public holidays we are suppose to get
double time, but our boss does nol give
us extra hourly rates.” (Interview with a
garment worker, June 2004).

Fear of Job Loss Causes Stress

The fourth situation that causes stress
is the ‘fear of job loss’. There is little
‘job security’ in the garment industry. Workers are
continuously worried about ‘on the spot dismissal
{because they are not protected by unions), fear of
‘redundancy’ and the fear of ‘factory closure. As in
evary other third world country, the garment industry has
always been a 'hire-and-fire’ industry. Similarly, garment
workers in Fiji are at the mercy of their employers and
they could be dismissed on the slightest excuse. For
example, workers can be dismissed for arriving late to
work and queslioning or answering back their employer
and/or supervisors. As one worker mentioned:

“It all depends on the ‘mood’ of the boss, Our boss has
a bad temper. He gets angry within a second. | have
seen him physically assaulting workers and ‘firing’ them
on the spot. We are frightened of him. Everyday when
I come to work, | am not sure whether | will be here
tomorrow.” (Interview with a worker, June 2001).

Worst of all, workers lose their job when foreign garment
factories close without informing their workers. Workers
who had previously lost their jobs in foreign garment
firms and are now re-employed in other garment firms
and ex-workers had complained about ‘fly-by-night’
firms who had closed their factories overnight and left
Fiji without paying them.

In-Human Treatment Causes Stress
The fifth situation that causes stress is the ‘in-human
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treatment’ faced by workers. Some workers have
complained that employers, production managers and/
or supervisors, frequently verbally abuse them. For
example, one worker mentoned: .

"My boss is very bad, When he is angry, he normally
swears al me and other workers. We normally keep
guite because of the fear of losing our job” (Interview
with a male garment worker, February 2005).

Furthermore, sometimes workers are subjected to
physical abuse. One male worker complained:

“l do not like my boss. He is very bad. He has a short
temper and gets angry very quickly. On two occasions
he has physically assaulted me by pulling my shirt and
pushing me. | need the job, so | keep calm, otherwise |
would punch him” (Interview with a male
garment worker, February 2005).

Another female worker said:

“My lady supervisor pulls my ear and hair
when she is not happy with my work. | do
not like this and it is not fair. | cannot say
much. When | find another job and gat
my week's pay which the boss holds |
will return to this factory and | will give
a good slap on my supervisors face and
then leave.” (Interview with a garment
worker, February 2005).

Workers have complained that they are

subjected to physical body checks by male security
guards when they leave after work. Garment employers
instruct their security guards to find out if their workers
are stealing anything from their factories (for example,
fabric, needles, threads, and trims). Workers' handbags
are also regularly checked. All workers are randomly
checkead, even those who are not suspected of stealing
orwho have a clean record. There have been numerous
complaints by garment workers that they have been
subjected to such practice by security guards and their
employers. Workers mentioned that they find physical
body checks humiliating and degrading. (Interview with
workers, officials of the FTUC, and officials of the Fiji
Women's Crisis Centre, May 2000).

In addition a few female workers have complained
that they are subjected to sexual harassment. Female
garment workers have complained about sexual
advances and harassment made by male employers,
male production managers, and male supervisors.
The ‘threat of dismissal' is used to coerce female
workers to give sexual favours. Most incidents of sexual
harassment in the Fiji garment industry are ‘hidden’ and
hence go unreported.
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Bad Physical Working Conditions at Factories
From my observation, most garment factories in Fiji are
appalling places to work. The main reason for this is
that, except for a few, most factories were not purposely
built as garment factories but are mainly ex-bulk stores,
which have been converted to factories. Most factories
are in the inner cities or towns and hence they are old
buildings. Workers have complained about the following
issues. The first problem is that it is too hot to work in
the factories, especially during the hot summer season
between October and April. In addition to the bad
physical condition of buildings, there are lots of lights
in factories, which further increases the temperaturas.
The lights are not in the ceilings, but are a few feet
above workers, and have an impact on them.

This paper has
highlighted a number
of both physical
and psychological
occupational health
problems faced by
garment workers in
Fiji. Garment workers
suffer due to the
working conditions
that are not of their
own making

A worker said:

‘It gets very hot in our factory. | get
tired quickly. We have no choice but
to keep on working and producing
our hourly targets.” (Interview with a
garment worker, June 2001).

The peoor ventilation is due to a lack
of sufficient windows in the factories,
which stops the free flow of air in and
out of factories and further contributes
to the high temperatures in them.
The second problem is overcrowding
(sitting arrangement) because of the
lack of space to comfortably accommodate all the
workers. The third problem is that some factories do
not have proper facilities (canteen) for workers to have
their tea and lunch. In one factory | visited, workers eat
their lunch on the street ocutside the factory. The fourth
problem is unhygienic and/or inadequate toilet facilities.
For example, one large firm has only eight toilets in total
for one thousand one hundred workers.

Conclusion

This paper has highlighted a number of both physical
and psychological occupational health problems faced
by garment workers in Fiji. Garment workers suffer
due to the working conditions that are not of their own
making and neither do they have control over them.
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“When we forgive someone, the knots are untied and the past is released |
(Reshad Feild)
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