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JREPRODUCTIVE HEALTH IN THE WORKPLACE

In late 1977, four women charged that they
were given a cruel choice—either be sterilized or
lose their jobs.

Their jobs involved exposure to high levels of
lead, levels so high that the company, American
Cyanamid, was afraid that any children born to
these women would suffer from birth defects.

So they say they were given the choice of
being sterilized or being transferred, most likely
to low paying janitorial jobs. They chose to
keep their jobs—and lose any future possibility
of bearing children. Since then, these four
women have sued the company for forcing them
to make such a tragic decision and OSHA
(Occupational Safety & Health Administration)
has issued a citation to the company. It is being
contested.

One million American women in their prime
child-bearing years work under conditions
which could damage their ability to bear healthy
children. A few of them have been sterilized in
order to keep their jobs; many of them may be
faced with the same kind of choice.

Is this discrimination—or a common sense
precaution?

The fact is that there are many, many
reproductive hazards in the workplace. Many of
these can affect the ability of male [Table I] as
well as female [Table IV] workers to have
healthy children. Some hazards can even spread
into the home where they can harm growing
children. Here are the dangers—and some of
the workplace conditions which are responsible
for them.

The Danger of Infertility and Sterility

Some workplace conditions can make it
harder for couples who want children to
conceive. Some can even lead to permanent
sterility.

• Substances which reduce the fertility of
men include chloroprene (used in the
manufacture of rubber), DBCP (a pesticide),
and lead.

"I'm sterile. That's all there is to it. I've been
cheated.

a male worker
at Occidental Chemical Corporation,

sterilized by exposure to DBCP

• Conditions vhich reduce the fertility of
both sexes iclude exposure to PCBs
(polychlorina^d biphenyls used in electrical
capacitators and transformers) and X-rays.
In addition, anything which interfers with a
woman's menstrual cycle can also reduce her
fertility. For example, stress on the job causes
more women to stop menstruating and
become infertile for months at a time. Also
flying can affect the menstrual cycle and
flight attendants have complained of serious
difficulties.
• Substances or conditions which cause
longterm, serious diseases, like cancer ob-
viously interfere with people's ability to bear
children. Cancer often strikes the
reproductive organs: The prostrate gland in


