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Unite briefing document on cancer deaths and other health risks in the computer and semiconductor industry
Unite, the largest manufacturing union in the UK, has called for an inquiry into cancer risks in the computer and semiconductor manufacturing industry following evidence from the United States. A US study by Dr Richard Clapp of Boston University looking at death records of men and women who had worked for IBM in the United States found 'significantly greater' cancer deaths than expected based on the national average. A chronology of significant events/studies is attached as an Annex.
Several individual cancers showed particularly high rates, including cancers of the digestive organs, kidneys, brain and central nervous system and malignant melanoma of the skin. Amongst women, breast cancer, lung cancer, female genital cancer, brain and nervous system cancer rates were all elevated compared with national averages.

Taken with previous studies covering Scotland and the West Midlands, Unite believes there is sufficient evidence to suggest long term health risks to current and former workers in the semiconductor, chip and computer sector. There are a variety of exposures to chemicals, metals (especially arsenic, nickel and chromium), and electromagnetic fields such as ultraviolet light, radiofrequency and x-ray radiation in computer and semiconductor manufacturing.

Unite has called for action on a number of fronts:

· The UK computer components/semiconductor industry to initiate industry wide research into cancer risks in the industry, and in particular to institute the research proposed by the HSE/DTI Feasibility study published in 2005. 
· Action by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) to investigate cancer risks in the UK computer components/semiconductor industry. The fact that there are significant suspicions concerning female cancers suggests the HSE should be pursuing this, since their current data is seriously deficient in identifying occupational cancers amongst women workers.
· The UK computer components/semiconductor industry to identify the health hazards involved in their work and take urgent steps to remove or control toxic agents to the lowest level possible.
· Action by the Health and Safety Commission to urgently review the control of toxic substances in the UK computer components/semiconductor industry. We would expect this to be done through the Advisory Committee on Toxic Substances (ACTS).
· Action by union safety representatives to press employers to reduce health risks 

These points have been pursued at the UK Microelectronics Joint Working Group (MEJWG) - a tripartite group which looks at H&S issues within the semiconductor industry, and which Unite has committed to attend. They have also been raised by Unite with the HSC and HSE, in letters and in a meeting with Bill Callaghan, Chair of the Health and Safety Commission.
The position of the Semiconductor employers was set out at the MEJWG on 14 March:

· they do not agree with the need for a study as a matter of principle

· they will not pay for a study, though they say they will cooperate if someone else pays

· they want to wait for the outcome of other studies, particularly in the US
Unite believes the industry is putting costs before people’s lives and health. However a meeting of the MEJWG has not taken place since 14th March 2007.
What does Unite want the Minister to do?

· to raise these issues formally with the UK semiconductor industry
· to initiate industry wide research, by HSE, or by an agreed, independent body funded by the industry
· to formally request the HSC Advisory Committee on Toxic Substance to investigate chemical hazards in the UK semiconductor industry.

Annex: Chronology of main events/reports in the computer semiconductor industry

Late 90’s
Concern raised by non-union workforce at Greenock, and local action group, Phase Two.

2001

CANCER AMONG CURRENT AND FORMER WORKERS AT NATIONAL SEMICONDUCTOR (UK) LTD, GREENOCK:

Results of an investigation by the Health and Safety Executive
4 specific cancers raised concern and merit further investigation. Male brain cancer, female breast cancer, lung cancer and stomach cancer.

Our results, though inconclusive, reinforce the concerns that prompted our investigation. The findings, particularly those relating to lung cancer, need to be treated very seriously. They raise the possibility of a work-related risk of cancer, but more detailed studies will be needed to clarify this.

2004
Further update of cancer incidence and cancer mortality in a cohort of semiconductor workers

Linda Nichols PhD, Tom Sorahan PhD,DSc,FFOM(Hon)

Institute of Occupational and Environmental Medicine, University of Birmingham

Looked at a West Midlands semiconductor plant. This study found significantly elevated morbidity for cancer of the rectum and malignant melanoma in the total study cohort (males and females combined). In addition, there was significantly elevated morbidity for cancer of the pancreas, but in female employees only. There was no suggestion of excess risks in this cohort of semiconductor workers for stomach cancer, lung cancer, breast cancer and cancer of the brain.

2005

Feasibility study into the establishment of a retrospective cohort study of workers in the British semiconductor industry

Prepared by the Institute of Occupational Medicine and London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine for the Health and Safety Executive 2005

The study was commissioned following the investigation carried out by HSE at the Greenock plant of National Semiconductor (UK) Ltd in response to the local concerns that were expressed about cancer. One of the recommendations at that time was that there was a need for a wider industry investigation. This feasibility study is HSE and DTI’s contribution to that suggestion. The study shows that it should be possible to investigate the long term health of workers in the industry if the data protection issues are resolved. All data protection issues have been resolved. This study has not been done.
August 2, 2005

SIA SELECTS VANDERBILT UNIVERSITY TO CONDUCT CHIP INDUSTRY WORKER HEALTH STUDY 


-Industry-funded study will assess cancer risk to semiconductor workers-
SAN JOSE, Calif. – August 2, 2005– The Semiconductor Industry Association (SIA) announced today that it has signed a contract with Vanderbilt University to conduct a retrospective epidemiological study to determine if there is an increased cancer risk among wafer fabrication workers compared to other semiconductor industry workers and the general population. 
SIA reported that the multimillion-dollar study will review records of approximately 85,000 workers who worked in wafer fabrication facilities of member companies during the past 30 years. SIA member companies are funding the study, which will be one of the largest privately sponsored epidemiological studies ever conducted. The study will be conducted by researchers at the Vanderbilt University-Ingram Cancer Centre. Results of the study are expected to be reported to the SIA in the spring of 2009.
2006

Protocol for a further study of cancer among the current and former employees of National Semiconductor (UK) Ltd., Greenock 
Health and Safety Executive and Institute of Occupational Medicine United Kingdom 

This study has ethical approval, subject to final assessment of the questionnaire that will be used when collecting information from cases and controls. The Institute of Occupational Medicine has started early work on an historical hygiene assessment of the plant that will lead to the development of a job history list (and associated job exposure matrix) for the questionnaire. Anticipated that cases and controls will be interviewed in 2007 and that the study will report around the end of 2008.

2006

Clapp Study on IBM workers in the US.

Staff at computer factories could be at increased risk of contracting cancer because of working environments containing high levels of chemicals, metals and electromagnetic fields, according to findings of a long suppressed US study

Several individual cancers showed particularly high rates compared with national averages, including cancers of the digestive organs, kidneys, brain and central nervous system and malignant melanoma of the skin. Among the 4,669 female deaths, 1,667 were from cancer, which Dr Clapp said was well above the 1,454 that were expected based on national data. Breast cancer, lung cancer, female genital cancer, brain and nervous system cancers rates were all elevated compared with national averages.

2006

Cancer incidence among semiconductor and electronic storage device workers

T J Bender, C Beall, H Cheng, R F Herrick, A R Kahn, R Matthews, N Sathiakumar, M J Schymura,

J H Stewart, E Delzell

Occup Environ Med 2007;64:30–36
IBM funded study. This study did not provide strong or consistent evidence of causal associations with employment factors. Data on employees with long potential induction time and many years worked were limited. Further follow-up will allow a more informative analysis of cancer incidence that might be plausibly related to workplace exposures in the cohort. Study does point out that there were several excesses that seemed to be related to exposure periods in the earliest part of the follow-up.  They also note that some of the incidence findings mirror the findings of a previously published mortality study; they cite the excess of brain cancer cases in maintenance and repair workers in East Fishkill, for example, a finding similar to the excess brain cancer mortality in workers in this job group.  Furthermore, there were excess cases on melanoma of the skin in San Jose workers, but that this was most pronounced in workers who had less than five years exposure in their work group.
Clapp says that conclusions by others of no effects are premature, and that later cohorts need further study.

2007, March
NIOSH calls for further IBM study

US Federal health officials are proposing a $3.1 million study delving into IBM personnel records to determine the cancer rate among 28,000 employees who might have been exposed to chemicals since the 1960s at the IBM Endicott plant in New York State.
Lynne Pinkterton, an official with the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, said the agency could combine information from personnel and industrial hygiene records kept for decades at the plant to determine cancer rates of people working in manufacturing and in various departments.
2007, October

Scientific paper calls for definitive industry study

“Cancer and reproductive risks in the semi-conductor industry”, Ladou and Bailar, INT J OCCUP ENVIRON HEALTH 2007;13:376–385. Workers, physicians, and the public as a whole do not know in any detail what health hazards may be associated with work in the semiconductor industry. The inadequate record of research on health and safety issues in the semiconductor industry serves as an example of the need for reform that might well begin with the governmental agencies that fail to study and to properly regulate the semiconductor industry. A definitive cancer study must be undertaken, and reproductive health issues must be settled once and for all.

