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Immigration and Occupation



The history of harsh working conditions for 
immigrants is a global phenomena that 
goes back thousands of years

Immigrant 
slaves in 

Egypt



• Railroad tunnels under the Alps.
• Gotthard tunnel: Built from 1871 – 1881.
• Simplon tunnel: Built from 1898 - 1906.

• Thousands of worker deaths, esp. in Gotthard.
• ICOH was founded in 1906 largely in response 

to the tunnel worker deaths. 

Gotthard and Simplon Tunnel 
Worker Deaths



The story of a Lithuanian 
immigrant family working 
in the Chicago stock 
yards. It depicts in harsh 
tones the poverty, 
complete absence of 
social security, 
scandalous living and 
working conditions.

1906

Public outcry 
led to reforms 
including the 
Meat 
Inspection Act.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federal_Meat_Inspection_Act


Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire
1911, New York City 



Immigrant 
Labor 

Building 
the Empire 

State 
Building 

1930 



Over 1100 die in Bangladesh Garment 
Factory Collapse, April 24, 2013



Postville, Iowa
May 12, 2008



Labor force participation of men 
ages 18-64, 2006

93.9 91.1 82.7 84.8

Recent Mexican immigrants Long stay Mexican
immigrants

U.S. born Mexican
Americans

U.S. born nonLatino whites
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006 Current Population Survey
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Employed Latinos in US by Industry, 
2014 (%)

Source: Bureau Labor Statistics







Occupation and Industry Injury and 
Fatality Rates, ACS

Variable Natives Immigrants
Industry Injury
Rate* 140.5 148.7

Occupational 
Injury Rate* 108.8 139.7

Industry Fatality 
Rate+ 4.7 6.5

Occupational 
Fatality Rate+ 5.9 7.5

Orrenius. Demography. 46:535, 2009
*per 10,000 workers
+per 100,000 workers



At $250B, Costs of Occupational Injury 
and Illness Exceed Costs of Cancer

“Occupational injuries and illnesses are overlooked 
contributors to the overall national costs of all diseases, 
injuries, and deaths.”

” These costs are roughly $250 billion a year. This amount 
exceeds the costs of several other diseases, including 
cancer, diabetes, and chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD) for the same year.”

J. Paul Leigh, Milbank Quarterly, Jan 3, 2013

http://www.epi.org/people/j-paul-leigh/
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Why do immigrants hold 
riskier jobs than natives?

§ Work in more hazardous industries
§ Different perceptions or knowledge of job risks
§ Lower level of education, social capital, English 

ability
§ They have few alternatives

§ Precarious job (= Undocumented status)
-- Unwilling to complain
-- Risk taking



Poor Self-Rated Health in Female Workers by 
Employment Contract Type, ITSAL (Spain)
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Agriculture





Occupational Health Problems 

Among Agricultural Workers
�A textbook of occupational disease�

Injuries; acute and cumulative

Respiratory disease

Dermatologic disease

Infectious disease

Heat stress

Cancer

Adverse reproductive outcomes

Mental illness

Pesticide illness (acute, chronic)

Neurologic disease

Etc.



Day Laborers



Construction Work



Occupational Fatalities of 
Hispanic Construction Workers

Data from CFOI and Current Population Survey (CPS)

Hispanics 16% of construction workforce, 23.5% of fatalities

Fatal occupational injuries 1.44 - 1.84 x rate of non-Hispanics

Fatal occupational injury RRs (95% CI)

– Helper, construction 2.31 (1.41 - 3.80)

– Roofer 1.77 (1.38 - 2.28)

– Carpenter 1.39 (1.08 - 1.79)

– Construction laborers 1.31 (1.08 - 1.79)

Dong, AJIM, 2004



Domestic Cleaning





Health issues of female foreign 

domestic workers: a systematic review

Malhotra, Arambepola et al. IJOEH, 2013

§ Systematic review of literature 1990 – 2012, 

addressing female FDW

§ 32 research papers or reports

§ Most in Middle East or SE Asia

§ Work hours 14 – 18/day

§ No rest days or hours common

§ >50% report underpayment

§ Sub-standard living conditions

§ Other abuses: restricted mobility, food 

deprivation, etc.



Household Cleaners and 
Adult Asthma in the ECRHS

Cleaning work and use of professional and non-
professional household cleaners associated with 
increased incidence of asthma symptoms and 
medications. 10 countries, n = 3503

Outcome OR 95% CI
Asthma 
symptoms or 
medication

1.49 1.12 – 1.99

Wheeze 1.39 1.06 – 1.80
MD Dx asthma 2.11 1.15 – 3.89

Zock, AJRCCM, 176:735, 2007



Incident Respiratory Symptoms 
Associated with Immigration and 

Occupational Exposure

Schenker, 
Unpublished

Immigration & 
Occupational 

Exposure

Asthma
RR (95% CI)

Chr Bronchitis
RR  (95% CI)

Non-Immigrant

Non-Exposed 1.0  (ref) 1.0 (ref)

Exposed 1.40 (0.94 – 2.08) 0.71 (0.31 – 1.62)

Immigrant

Non-Exposed 0.56 (0.14 – 2.26) 2.48 (0.76 – 8.06)

Exposed 3.77 (1.57 – 9.04) 6.12 (2.00 – 18.70)

Females 1.81 (1.25 – 2.60)

Adjusted for age and region



Immigrant Workers Exposed to 
Asbestos During Removal 

In November of 2008, Albania Deleon, 39, 
a U.S. citizen/émigré from the Dominican 
Republic, was convicted of 28 counts of 
fraud for selling at least 800 fake 
asbestos-removal training certificates to 
foreign workers.



Temporary (Contingent) Workers



Temporary Workers: The Reality



Temporary Workers

§ 3 million temp workers in the U.S.
§ 17 million workers have tenuous employer ties: 

contract, consultant, freelancers, etc. 
§ Accounts for almost all job growth since 2009

§ Avg salary 25% less than permanent workers
§ No unionization, fewer benefits
§ Used by major US employers, e.g. Walmart, GM
§ Similar to farm labor contractor system in 

agriculture





• Never takes a vacation 
or holiday

• Never asks for a raise
• Never costs a dime for 

slack time (when the 
workload drops, you drop 
her)

• Never has a cold, slipped 
disk or loose tooth (not 
on your time, anyway!)

• Never costs you 
unemployment or fringe 
benefits



Death of Two Temporary 
Workers in California

On Wednesday 
October 12, 2011, a 
16 year old Hispanic 
laborer working in an 
organic waste 
recycling facility 
died from asphyxiation 
when he was exposed 
to high levels of 
hydrogen sulfide. His 
22 year old brother, 
who was also 
exposed, died two 
days later.



Temporary Workers in 

Washington State

Workers compensation data, 2003-2006

342,000 accepted claims

Temporary agency workers vs. regular 

employees:

– Higher claims rates for all injury types: IRR ~1.2 – 1.8

– Higher median time loss: 40 vs. 27 days

– 4-5x higher injury rates in some industries, e.g. 

construction and manufacturing

Smith, CK. AJIM. 53:125, 2010



ProPublica Investigative Report
Temporary Workers

§ Incidence of workplace injuries in 5 states 
36 – 72 % higher than for non-temporary 
workers.

§ US has weakest temp worker protection in 
developed world

§ More hazardous jobs done by temp workers
§ Retribution occurs for reporting injuries

www.propublica.org



Trafficked Workers
The recruitment, transportation, 
transfer, harbouring or receipt of 
persons by means of threat or 
use of force or other forms of 
coercion …….for the purpose of 
exploitation.

United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, 
and Punish Trafficking in persons, especially 
women and children, 

Image by .reid.



Global Forced Labour

20.9 million estimated victims of forced labour 

ILO, 2012 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---

Region Victims of Forced 
Labor

Asia – Pacific region 11.7 million (56%)

Africa 3.7 million (18%)

Latin America 1.8 million (  9%)

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---declaration/documents/publication/wcms_181953.pdf


Thai Prawn Fishing Industry Uses 
Slave Labor to Supply US, UK

Slaves forced to work for no pay for years at a 
time under threat of extreme violence are being 
used to supply seafood.

The Guardian



Trafficked Market Garden 
Workers in Western Australia

180 trafficked foreign 
national workers freed in 
Western Australia. Lived in 
squalid conditions in a 
locked facility. 



Lakireddy Bali Reddy (ల"#$%&'( బ*+ $%&'( ) is a 
Berkeley landlord:

Convicted Felon of Sex Trafficking, 
Immigration Fraud, Tax Evasion



On November 24, 1999, a long-time 
Berkeley resident became suspicious when she 
saw 4 Indian men moving what she first thought 
was a rolled up rug out of apartment building. 
Upon looking more closely at the rug being carried, 
she noticed a leg sticking out of it.

She stopped them and was able to get a 
passing driver to call the police. Police found the 
body of 13-year-old Sitha Vemireddy (later 
identified as one of Reddy's concubines).



Two Berkeley High School students, 
thought there was more to the story of the 
young girl’s death from CO. Their 
investigation discovered the human 
trafficking and was published in the 
Berkeley High Jacket, ultimately leading 
to Reddy’s arrest and the collapse of a 
powerful crime ring.





Future Directions:

What Can be Done?



New operational 
frameworks are needed

§ Monitor and study migrant health
§ Migrant sensitive health systems
§ Policy legal frameworks
§ Multinational approaches





Occupational Health Outcome 
of Nail Salon Exposé

Customer boycotts, worker protests, and NY governor 
announced one week later a comprehensive plan to 
protect nail salon workers.

May 2016:   New York Nail Salon Industry Enforcement 
Task Force directed 143 nail salons to pay $2 million in 
unpaid wages and damages to more than 600 workers. 

July 2016: New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo announced 
that all nail salons will be required to have ventilation 
systems that adequately protect employees from harmful 
chemical exposures by October 2021.





Global Health and Safety
Campaigns Against Kafala





The Global Context for 
Immigrant Worker Rights

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948

International Convention on the Protection of the 
Rights of all Migrant Workers and their Families, 1990

UN Global Compact on Migration, 2018



“Never doubt that a small group 
of thoughtful, committed citizens 
can change the world. Indeed, it 
is the only thing that ever has.”

– Margaret Mead



Thank you!

mbschenker@ucdavis.edu

@migranthealth


