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@ OSH questions drug tests

An OSIE position paper on the elfects of marijuana on
workers says thal smoking a joink within a few hours
of slarting work may leave a worker impaired, but no
more so than from the effects of gleep deprivation at
the end of a night shift.

The papor also suggests urine tests to detect
marijuana use, now uscd in many New Zealand
workplaces, are of little use in detecling impairment
on the job because they canneol distinguish how recently
the usoage oceurred. Impairment would be anticipated
only il marijuana was smoked within a fow hours of
starting work, whereas urine bests will give a positive
resull even il Lhe substance was used up to three wecks
beforehand.

The paper, prepared by 0SH’s health services team,
draws on lecal and international research to determine
how marijuana affocts worlk performancs, and to as55css
the eflfectiveness of drug lesting regimes. It concludes
Lhat, while impalred workers may represent a hazard
for which management procedures are required, the
level of impairinent associated with the drug is
“modest”, and a positive urine test cannot be taken as
any indication of rceent use.

Scnior Department of Labour medical practilioner Dr
Clris Walls told Update that the paper was a responsa
to a “plethora” of workplace drug testing programmes,
introduccd Ly employers who cited the HSE Act as
justificalion.

“O5H Health Services frequently deals with queries
and complaints about these programmes, many of
which appear poorly designed and administered, and
are based upon incorrect premises,” he said. *Many of
Lhem seem Lo have little W do with health and safcty
in the workplace”

The paper, Linpalrmenl created by Marijuana
(Cannabis) use in the workplace and appropriate
biological testing, recommends that any provisions for
drug and alcoliol testing should be part of a broader
policy, addvessing not only health and safely concerns
but also disciplinary, privacy and employment contract
malters.

It cikes scientific cvidence wh:eh found that while
marijuana use could adversely affect short-term
meinory, attentiveness, reaction time and motor skills,
the peak lovel of impairment after a single joint was
no more than that associated with a blood-aleohol 1ovel
Just above the legal limik for driving, or with moderate
sleep deprivalion such as would occur after working a
night shifl. Long-term heavy use could be associated
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with subtle changes in memory, attention and cognition.

“The significance of such impalrment would be
governed by Lhe complexity of the employmenl Lasks
and the envirenment they occur in) it says, noling
that a gtudy of airline pilots lound o significant
deterioralion in Lheir ability Lo operate a flight
simulator for some four hours afler smoling a joint,
and a measurable drop in performance as much as 24
hours afterwards.

“It is nol, in OSH's view, permnissible for sately critical
or safoty sensitive jobs to bo undertaken by impaired
workers.”

The situation is compiicaled, however, by the absence
of reliable ways Lo determine marijuana-rolaled
impairment. The paper siatcs thab urine testing ig of
“no practical use" in identifying rccenb drug use, os
positive tests can be returned as much as Lhirce weols
afterwards, and the level of 'HC (Lhe active ingredient)
in such gsamples s influenced by & range of factors,
including the contenl ol Lhe cigarclie, degrec of
inhalation, previous drug use, fluid intake and
metabolic processcs.

A gas chromatograplly analysis of bleod serum
samples, taken at the same time as the urine speeimens,
may help pinpoint those who lhave smoked cannabis
within the preceding 12 hours. The paper recommends
that only those who return pesitive resulls in both
tests should be disciplined, and suggests o course of
drug and alcohol eounsclling, cownbined with o verbal
warning and the opporbtunily to consull A1 services
as an appropriale response.

Medical and personnel matbers related Lo o workplace
drug and alcohol policy should not be handled by the
HR department, it says, but put in the hands of an
occupabional hoallh nurse or obher modicul professional.

Cancer in meatworkers

Twenty thousand New Zealand meabworkers are coming
under serutiny as part of a world study lo delermine
why workers in the industry have an abnormally high
incidence of several Lypes of cancer

Research over more than a decade has identified
increased rates of all leukacmias, non-Hodgkin's
lymphoma, lung and laryngeal cancer and sofb-tissue
sarcoma among abatboir workers, bukchers and other
meatworkers in many parts of the world. As a rosull
the World Health Organisation’s International Agency
for Rescarch on Cancer is co-ordinating an invostigakion
which will 506 13 countries pool Ltheir findings in a bid
to trace Lhe causcs.

Dave Nfe¢Lean from Massey University's Public
Health Kescarch Unit is rescarching the New Zealand
end of the projecl, funded by the Health Rescarch
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Council. Hoe will look al cancer rates among prescnt
and former mmcatworkers over the past 30 years, and
will compare the work practices and possible carcinogen
cxposures of Lhose who developed the discase with
those who did not.

g told Update thal the problem has been known in
New Zealand since the mid-1980s, when epidemiologist
Profcssor Neil Pearce, director of the Massey rescarch
unit, uscd daba from ilie National Cancer Registry to
investigate possible links between types of cancer and
the last known occupalion of those whe developed thoem.

“Al the time it was really a chance finding, but similar
cffects wure reported from a g cehorl study in the
United Sltalus, and there have boen quite a lot of papers
published around the world, showing meatworkers at
increased risk for a range of cancers."

1L was lirst thought that the chemicals used to procoss
meab and hides were the likely source of the problern,
bul subscquenl study has focused atbention on animal
viruses and olher zoonetic ¢xposure.

“f gecond wave ol studies found no strong association
with chemical use. OQur industry, for instance, doesn't
use chemicals as much as the Buropean one does, but
the same effects have been found all around the world."

A study by Wellinglon pathologist Peter Bethwaite
in the carly 1990s lent weight to the theory that animal
pathogens were involved. It found that abattoir workers
had double the usual risk of conbracting loukoemia,
but those who had direct animal contact were five times
more likely Lo get the discase. Butchers also had an
abnormally high incidence, but only if they wero
invelved wilh slaughtering animals and handling whole
carcasses. Farmers also have an above average rate
of leukaemia, McLean says, despile egnjoying
significantly lower rates for some obhier cancers.

Although the rescarch project is unlikely to be
completed for four years or more, eradication of any
pathogens linked Lo the cancers may nol be a difficult
operation.

“It's evaen possible thal New Zealand has already more
or less cradicabed the cause” McLean says. *One of
Lhe viruses thal has boen talked about is Bovine
Leukacmia Virus, which has been removed from heprds
by culling over the lask few years. IL's been done sololy
for marketing reasons - Lhere is no proof Lhat the virus
causes disease in huinans, but it didn't sound good to
be taking milk from cows infected with the virus. It
just may turn out that we have already deall with it.”

@ Tracking workplace cancers

A more general investigation into work-related cancers

has finally got the go-ahead (sce Update |52, item 3).
‘e 12-month pilot project, prompled by concern that
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most occupational cancers are nob boing idontificd, woa
due to begin alinost a year ago, bul was mub on hold
when the Meaith Funding Authority’s Olago cthics
comnunitlee refused access to iks cancer register, claiming
thatb using the dala Lo contact individual patients would
breach privacy luws.

Project co-ordinalor, 0SH medical consultant Dr Evan
Drysoxn, told Update that the regional cthics commiltees
has now agrecd to supply data from the register on
condition he makes initial contact with doctors in ecach
case, and speaks to patients only with their approval.
Patients who agreo Lo an inberview will be contacted
by an OSH occupational heallh nurse, who will question
them on their working background, looking for links
between their disease and possible workplace
CXposures.

Dryson said the study arose because oversoLas
slakistics indicated a cortain percentoge of cancer cases
rcsulted from occupational factors, bul fow were
reported Lo New Zealand's Notifiable Occupational
Disease Syslamn (NODS).

“In the nine years thal NODS has beon operabing ib's
quite clear thal eancers are nol being reported, except
for the asbestos onos. We know there arce other cases
that are being missed, and bhis is o concorn because
occupational concers are, by definition, prevenlable”

The study will focus on condilions most likely Lo be
associated wilh workplace sxposure - cancers of the
bladder, upper respiratory tract, liver and brain.
Fortnightly updates from the national cancer regigler
will keep Dryson informed of new cases and allow rapid
follow-up.

“If, for instance, we have someone with bladder cancer
and find that 15 years afo they worked os a drycieaner,
that is a known risk factor and gives us u slarting
point. Once we idontify a workplace where we beliove
a cancer has beon caused we can work to eliminale
the causes.”

In eonjunction wilh the study, Dryson suy o Lhe new
NODS cancer panel, which Le convenes, is looking Lo
raise awareness of occupational cancers to malke people
more aware of risk factors and preventlive measures.

“Ad a result of this siudy we should, for Lhe first
time ever, sctually get a handle on whab sort of
occupational cancers there are in Now Zealand so we
can do something about future cascs.”

P 1v's the avditor, not the tool
Never mind the audil Loei, il's the way it is used and
the compelence of the auditor Lhat will detormine
success, according Lo health and safely consullunt Jim
Lyceit.

His remarls follow the debate reported last issuc on
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