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Paying with their health
Women in the fish processing sector in India
suffer from varioushealth problems

This article, dated 08 January 2006, was
published on the following website:
http://www.medindia.net/news

Several thousand women in India work under
unsanitary and freezing conditionsin the country’s
fishingindustry towardspreserving thediceand shell
marine products. The National Institute of
Occupationa Health (NIOH) based in Ahemedabad
conducted astudy that reved sthat many among these
women age prematurely.

“Women working in fish processing units are
predominantly from other dates. InKerda, youwould
find women from Tamil Nadu, Gujarat or Andhra
Pradesh working ascontract |labour. Thesameisthe
caseinother sates,” said Pranab Kumar Nag, NIOH
Deputy Director. “ The promiseof aregular job lures
these women away from their states and they find
themselves paying with their health asthey haveto
liveand work onthepremisesfor 13to14 hoursevery
day,” Nag said on the sidelines of the 93rd Indian
Science Congress.

Handling all sortsof tasksfrom dlicing, shellingto
hardening and processing avariety of marineproducts,
including squids and seaweed, these women soon
become proneto all sortsof health problems. The
problemsrange from back pain and protein related
asthmato Raynaud’'s Phenomenon, adisorder that
affectstheblood vessel sin thefingers, toes, earsand
nose.

Though morecommonin peoplewho livein colder
climates, asamplesurvey found that dmost athird of
the 800,000 to 900,000 women working in the
industry fall prey to Raynaud’s Phenomenon.
“Raynaud’ s Phenomenon leadsto permanent damage
to the skinandin somecasesthetip of thebone starts
showing. Inmany of the cases, they suffer from back
pain though they are just 18 to 25 yearsold. After
just two years of working, many complain of some
health problem,” said Nag. Thisismainly duetothe
long hoursthewomen, who don’t even have proper
clothing, work intemperaturesaslow as-12to-14
degreesCelsusrequired for preserving thefish.

Studiesmainly inKeralaand Gujarat havereveaed
that theworking life of most workersisvery short,
with hardly anyoneabove 30 years. Extensvesiudies
are also planned in Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu,
Orissa and Maharashtra as a part of the problem
identificationactivity.

“We area so proposing different kinds of remedial
action, including change of work conditions and
methods of handling fish through scientific
intervention,” said Nag. Theingtitute, which studies
the impact of various occupations and living
environmentson health, isalso looking into various
kindsof glovesand other handling materia that could
provide protection to thewomen workers.

Affiliated tothe Indian Council of Medica Research
(ICMR), studiesby NIOH havereved ed that thefish
processing unitslack regulation, asthey do not come
under the purview of industrial regulations. So, not
much can be done about working conditionsor the
long hoursthewomen haveto put infor low wages.



