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Abstract

Background: Textile and garment factories are growing in low and middle-income countries as worldwide
demand for inexpensive clothing increases each year. These integrated textile and garment production factories are
often built-in areas with few workplaces and environmental regulations, and employees can be regularly exposed
to workplace hazards with little regulatory oversight. Consequently, workers’ health may be significantly affected
due to long term exposure to hazards. This study describes registered health problems and their association to
work-related and personal factors among workers in integrated textile factories in Ethiopia.

Methods: Institution-based cross-sectional study design was employed for this analysis. A one-year recording of
worker's clinical diagnoses (between March 2016 and February 2017) was gathered from the factory clinics of three
integrated textile factories. Clinical diagnosis data was obtained as factory workers visited the clinics if feeling
unwell. Sociodemographic characteristics and work-related information were obtained from the factory’'s human
resource departments. The sociodemographic and clinical diagnosis statuses of 7992 workers were analyzed. The
association between the registered diagnoses and workplace factors (work in textile production, garment
production and support process) and personal factors (age, sex and educational status) were studied using logistic
regression analysis.

Results: The average employee age and years of service were 40 years and 11 years respectively. 60% of workers
were females, comprising of 4778 women. 66% of all workers (5276) had 27,320 clinical diagnoses. In total, this
caused 16,993 absent working days due to sick leave. Respiratory diseases (34%) and musculoskeletal disorders
(29%) were the most prevalent diagnoses, while bodily injuries were the cause of most work absences. Work
department, sex and educational status are variables that were most significantly associated with higher prevalence
of disease groups.
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Conclusions: About two-thirds of the integrated textile factory workers were diagnosed with different types of
disease. The textile and garment production department workers were affected at a greater rate than the support
process workers, indicating that some diseases may be related to workplace exposure. Further study should
investigate rare chronic diseases such as cancer, heart diseases, renal diseases and diabetes.
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Background

The textile and garment sector is growing in low and
middle-income countries (LMICs); currently, Sub-
Saharan African countries seeking to industrialize are
expanding textile production capabilities [1]. In Ethiopia,
the integrated textile factories quoted as “Farm to Fash-
ion” production [2], which comprise both textile produc-
tion and garment processing have a higher priority in
the textile and clothing value chain than stand-alone
textile or garment factories. Integrated factories have
comparative advantages of creating extensive employ-
ment opportunities, with some factories recruiting
around 6000 workers per factory [2]. Furthermore, the
departments are arranged in a chain to produce clothes
from raw cotton; the fabrics produced at the weaving/
knitting department use the yarn produced from the
spinning department that processes raw cotton; then the
final clothes made in the garment department use the
fabrics produced from the finishing department [3]. The
health risks present in the integrated processes may be
different from separate stand-alone factories.

Traditionally, the textile industry has been known to
cause respiratory diseases. Since the early 1900s, the
main research regarding work and health in the textile
and garment industry focused on the respiratory disease,
byssinosis [4]. Several studies have indicated that pro-
cessing raw cotton for clothing generates inhalable dust
and endotoxins that might cause respiratory problems
[5-7]. Respiratory issues are not the only hazard that
textile and garment production employees are exposed
to [8, 9]. Heavy machines and mechanical contact, man-
ual labour, repetitive work, awkward working postures
and increased pressure to produce can put workers at
risk for work-related diseases, such as musculoskeletal
disorders (MSDs) and traumatic injuries [10-12]. Some
studies reported various health problems among workers
in the textile and garment sector [13—16]. Nevertheless,
several of these studies are reviews, and few of them are
original researches that study health problems often
assessed by the self-report.

As aforementioned, work in integrated textile factories
may be associated with different health risks than those
seen in factories with the sole purpose of fabric produc-
tion [13, 17]. The textile department workers directly
interact with raw cotton and dangerous machines to
produce yarn and fabrics, implying an increased risk for

respiratory diseases, injuries, and hearing impairment
[9, 18-20]. Workers in the garment department
process the fabrics; change the sizes, colours, and tex-
tures in various working conditions using different
machines. This process increases the risk of MSDs
attributive to repetitive work, unhealthy posture [10, 12]
and cancer risk from the dyes [21]. The establishment of
integrated textile factories has been rising in Ethiopia in
the past years; yet there are no national statistics concern-
ing occupational diseases and injuries to show the coun-
try’s workers’ health status.

Despite the prominent presence of health hazards in
the textile industry, Occupational Health Services (OHS)
is lacking in Ethiopia. According to ILO [22], only 5—
10% of workers in developing countries have access to
OHS. Nevertheless, several of the integrated textile fac-
tories in Ethiopia do have health clinics. These clinics
are likely to diagnose work-related diseases but we have
very little knowledge about their activities. Some factor-
ies have health clinics with registration books where in-
formation about workers’ health is available. The
occupational disease study in the integrated textile fac-
tory helps to see the overall picture of health risks and
associated impacts.

This study aims to describe the magnitude of regis-
tered health problems and the demographic profile of
workers in the integrated textile factories from factory
clinics during 1 year. Personal and workplace factors as-
sociated with the diseases were also identified and exam-
ined. Since workers visit the health clinics if they feel
unwell or are injured, factory clinics can be a valuable
source of information and knowledge about work-
related diseases and injuries in the integrated textile fac-
tories of Low and Middle-Income Countries (LMICs).
Using the ILO lists of occupational diseases [23], respira-
tory diseases, MSD, injuries and ear diseases/impaired
hearing was the main focus of discussion in this paper.

Methods

Study design

A 1-year institution-based cross-sectional study was
employed that collected workers” health data from clinics
in three integrated textile factories. In Ethiopia, inte-
grated textile and garment factories aim to organize pro-
duction by including the whole production line from
raw cotton to clothing. The detailed production process
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in the integrated textile factories has been described in a
previous study [19].

Study settings

Three integrated textile factories participated in this
study which fulfilled the inclusion criteria. One hundred
thirty registered enterprises are active in the Ethiopian
textile value chain; 20 grouped under integrated textile
factories [24]. The selection criteria for the integrated
textile factories for this study include the presence of
four functional integrated production departments (spin-
ning, weaving/knitting, finishing and garment), working
in three shifts, the presence of health clinics for both
emergency and non-emergency consultations and the
availability of a health recording system for workers.
Three integrated textile factories fulfilled the above in-
clusion criteria; Factory 1 and 2 are located in Amhara
Regional State, both within 600km from the capital
Addis Ababa. Factory 3 is in Tigray Regional State 1300
km North of Addis Ababa. These three factories 1, 2 and
3, were established in 1961, 1986 and 1992, respectively
and had clinics from inception.

Each clinic, located within the factory compound pro-
vides similar services, including an outpatient depart-
ment, emergency admission, laboratory facility and drug
dispensary. Factory 3 clinic has diagnosed more workers
than factory 1 and factory 2 clinics due to the high num-
ber of workers employed in factory 3. Each clinic has a
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general physician, 2-3 health officers, 5-7 nurses, 2—4
health assistants, 2—3 laboratory technicians, and 1-3
pharmacists. The clinics are primary healthcare centres;
hence they have a referral system to hospitals and spe-
cialized clinics for advanced diagnosis and treatment.
Since the factories function in three shifts, the clinics are
open 24h for consultations, but emergency service is
available only for night shift workers. Overall, non-
emergency cases can visit the clinic in the daytime out-
side of normal working hours; however, workers can
visit the clinic for emergency health conditions while at
work with approval from a supervisor.

Study population

The population study comprised all workers in the three
integrated textile factories; these are workers in factories
1, 2 and 3 with 1545, 1380, and 5067 employees respect-
ively (Fig. 1). Workers were broadly categorized into
three groups: textile production department, garment
production department and support department. The
textile department included workers in spinning, weav-
ing/knitting and finishing; the garment department in-
cluded workers in garment production, and the support
department included workers from administrative and
maintenance services. The main work activities in the
textile, garment and support are yarn/fabric making,
cloth production and technical/administrative roles, re-
spectively. Therefore, workers in the various department

I # Textile and apparel industry in Ethiopia =130 factories I

# Integrated Textile Factories (ITF) in Ethiopia =20

v

\ %

Factory 3,
n=5067 workers

Cross-sectional study, total workers,

n=7992

Total clinical records =31512

Selection criteria:
1. Fully integrated 3
2. Work in 3 shift \1,
3. Onsite health clinic
4. Workers health record Factory 1, Factory 2,
n=1545 workers n=1380 workers
Number of patients = 5276
Excluded

records = 4192

Fig. 1 lllustrative diagram of the study population and data collection procedure of the integrated textile factories

Complete clinic
records = 27320
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may have different exposure risks. Workers in the textile
department are exposed to dust, noise, and dangerous
machines, those in the garment department workers are
predominately exposed to ergonomic hazards and
chemicals, whereas the support department workers are
exposed to mechanical and office related hazards.
Furthermore, support department workers occasionally
enter the production department for machine or
production-related support issues that may expose them
to hazards in the production sections; otherwise, they
work regularly in the office or their workshops.

Data collection

Data was collected from the clinics and human resource
offices of the factories. Each worker’s personal and work-
ing department profile is available from the human re-
source registration in a Microsoft Excel database that
contains a list with a unique identification number, date
of birth, sex, education, working department, and num-
ber of years employed.

Workers’ Medical information was obtained from the
factory clinics. Each employee has a patient card labelled
with their name and a unique identification number,
which is the same as the one used in the human re-
source database. The registration on the patient card in-
cludes information about the date of consultation, type
of diagnoses and number of sick leave days absent for
each worker. During sick leave, a worker may be admit-
ted to the clinic or given medication to administer at
home with paid regular wage. Depending on the medical
procedure, the worker may also share the medical cost.
All clinical consultations of workers from 1st March
2016 to 28th February 2017 were extracted from the
health archives of the factory clinics and registered
manually in a logbook prepared for this research
purpose.

In this study, no specific diagnostic code system was
used. The clinic physicians used many diagnosis types,
so the diagnoses were grouped into the following com-
prehensive categories: respiratory diseases, injuries, mus-
culoskeletal disorders, allergy, ear diseases, eye diseases,
gastrointestinal infections, mouth diseases, peptic ulcer
diseases, reproductive health problems, skin diseases,
neurologic and psychiatric diseases, and other health
conditions. These categories have various groups of
health conditions and were described as follows. Respira-
tory diseases included bronchitis, asthma, pneumonia,
pulmonary tuberculosis, and upper respiratory tract in-
fections. Injuries included fractures, cuts, dislocations,
burns, swellings, soft tissue injuries, and lacerations.
Musculoskeletal disorders included back pain, neck
stiffness, disc prolapse, joint pain, leg pain, myalgia and
arthritis. Allergies included allergic rhinitis, allergic con-
junctivitis, allergic sinusitis, allergic reaction, skin allergy
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and food allergy. Ear diseases included otitis media, ear
infection, vertigo, ear pain and hearing problems. Eye
diseases included conjunctivitis, trachoma, chalazion,
presbyopia, pterygium, blepharitis, blurred vision, short
sight, glaucoma. Gastrointestinal infections included in-
testinal parasites and dysentery. Mouth diseases included
dental caries, tonsillitis, oral candidiasis, tooth bleeding,
glossitis and gum infection. Peptic ulcer diseases in-
cluded gastritis, epigastric burn, hernia, dyspepsia and
gastrointestinal disorder. Reproductive health problems
included mastitis, pelvic inflammatory disease, dysfunc-
tional uterine bleeding, abortion, genital ulcer, cyst,
breast tumour, fistula, scrotal swelling, dysmenorrhea,
cervical cancer, sexually transmitted infection and vagi-
nal bleeding. Skin diseases included dermatitis, herpes
zoster, herpes simplex, wart, skin rash, scabies, cellulitis,
tinea corporis, boils, melasma, contact dermatitis and
tinea capitis. Neurologic and psychiatric diseases in-
cluded migraine, neuralgia, nerve problems, peripheral
neuropathy, sciatica, anxiety, depression, mental disturb-
ance, and psychosis. Other diseases included cancer, car-
diac, kidney, goitre, chronic liver disease, chronic
osteomyelitis, rectal prolapse, appendicitis, tumour, bone
problem and insomnia—some disease-specific diagnoses
used for diabetics, hypertension, anemia, hemorrhoids,
and urinary tract infection.

Clinic consultation for antenatal services, chronic dis-
ease follow-ups and visits to change the treatment re-
gime were excluded from the study. From 31,512 clinic
consultations, 4192 were excluded due to incomplete in-
formation (Fig. 1). A worker may visit the clinic for a
new diagnosis or a previously known health problem re-
quiring medical treatment. A worker may visit the clinic
for consultations more than once for the same diagnosis
category at a different time or for a different diagnosis.
Thus, a worker’s clinical investigation of a new disease
or further diagnosis for medical treatment to a previ-
ously known health condition within 1 year is counted.
Four nurses based in each clinic (12 nurses) participated
in the data collection with 2 days of training for this
work by the principal investigator. The data extraction is
checked for consistency and completeness by the first
author, and two clerks entered the clinical diagnosis data
from the logbook into the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.

Measurement of variables

During analysis, the diagnostic categories are the out-
come/dependent variables, while workplace and personal
factors are the independent variables. The variable work
department is one of the workplace factors categorized
into three groups; textile, garment and support. The
work department (textile production, garment produc-
tion and support process) that represents and describes
the peculiar nature of work-related circumstances found
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in each department, the machines, raw materials, work
process, product, and the physical and psychosocial work
environment. The textile and garment department
workers are directly engaged in the production, and are
more exposed to work environment hazards than the
support department; hence the support department is a
reference group during analysis. Similarly, the personal
factors, education is grouped into three categories: able
to read and write, completed grade 1-10th, and those at
the college level and above. Further, age is treated as a
continuous variable, while male, higher education group
and factory 3 are reference categories (Table 3).

Statistical analysis

Clinical and demographic data sources were merged in
an Excel database, then transferred to SPSS version 22
(SPSS, Chicago, IL, USA) for cleaning and analysis.

Two unique identification variables were created in
the database; person specific unique identification and
disease specific unique identification. The person
specific unique identification was given for each study
participant, and can be repeated in the database if the
person has been diagnosed more than one time. Accord-
ingly, 7992-person specific unique identifications with
27,320 records were produced. This unique identifica-
tion helped to analyze and describe the independent var-
iables of personal and workplace factors. Disease specific
unique identification variables were also produced by
combining the person specific unique identification
variable with the specific disease code. This helped to
calculate the specific disease prevalence and the number
of repeated diagnosis for a specific disease.
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Descriptive statistics were used, with an arithmetic
mean utilized for the continuous variables such as age,
years of service at work and number of days absent.
Frequency and percentage were also used to describe
categorical variables such as sex, education, health status
and work force in each factory. Each of the independent
variable mentioned above was stratified and presented
by the three working departments (Textile, Garment and
Support) (Table 1). Also, the percentage of each
dependent variable, the 18 disease groups, was stratified
by working department and presented in bar graph
(Fig. 2). Furthermore, the prevalence, number and of re-
peated diagnosis, and number of sickness absence days
for each disease outcome were calculated and presented
in Table 2.

A disease diagnosis at least one time per worker was
used in the logistic regression analysis. Univariate logis-
tic regression analysis was performed for each disease
outcome with an independent variable to determine
whether to include the variable in the model. The selec-
tion of the variable is based on a P-value <0.2. A multi-
collinearity diagnostic test was performed among the
independent variables; worker’s age and service years
were significantly correlated (r=0.8, p< 0.001); conse-
quently, we decided not to add the variable service years
in the logistic regression analyses. Finally, the multivari-
able binary logistic regressions analysis was employed to
identify any of the workplace and personal factors which
had significant association with each disease outcome
based on AOR with 95% CI and P-value <0.05. This
logistic regression analysis procedure was repeated for
each disease outcome in Table 3.

Table 1 Distribution of demographic and diagnostic characteristics of workers by working department in the integrated textile

factories 2016-2017

Variable Category Working Department Overall
Textile Garment Support
AM, SD (Range) AM, SD (Range) AM, SD (Range) AM, SD (Range)
Age, Years 40, 12 (18-69) 38, 8 (21-67) 44,12 21-69) 40, 10 (18-69)
Service year, Years 13,12 (1-44) 9, 8 (1-46) 13,11 (1-44) 11,10 (1-46)
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Sex Male 1847 (58) 461 (13) 919 (71) 3214 (40)
Female 1322 (42) 3060 (87) 383 (29) 4778 (60)
Education Read and Write 246 (8) 171 (5) 138 (11) 555 (7)
Grade 10 and below 1344 (42) 2436 (69) 406 (31) 4188 (52)
College and above 1579 (50) 914 (26) 758 (58) 3249 (47)
Worker health status Diagnosed 2224 (70) 2284 (65) 768 (59) 5276 (66)
Not diagnosed 945 (30) 1237 (35) 534 (47) 2716 (34)
Factory Factory #1 930 (29) 344 (10) 271 (21) 1545 (19)
Factory #2 778 (25) 326 (9) 276 (21) 1380 (17)
Factory #3 1461 (46) 2851 (81) 755 (58) 5067 (63)

AM Arithmetic mean, SD Standard deviation
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Fig. 2 Prevalence of disease groups by working department in the integrated textile factories of Ethiopia, 2016-2017
J
Results proportion of workers in the textile, garment and sup-
Demographic and work characteristics port departments was 40, 44 and 16%, respectively. 60%

A total of 7992 workers were included in the analysis. of the workers were females; the proportions of female
The average and (standard deviation) age of workers was  workers being 87, 40, and 33% among the garment,
40 [11] years with an age range of 18-69years. The textile, and support departments respectively. 52% of

Table 2 Prevalence of diseases, frequency of consultations and sickness absence among all workers (n=7992) in 2016-2017

Disease group?® Prevalence of disease among Number of diagnosis (n, =27,320) Sick leave®
the workers (n; = 7992 workers) (workdays
Cases? % Diagnosis count® % absence)
Respiratory diseases 2711 34 4691 17.2 2327
Musculoskeletal diseases 2312 29 3916 143 1949
Gastrointestinal infection 1666 21 229 84 931
Peptic ulcer 1529 19 2306 84 1323
Injury 1388 17 1918 7.0 2951
Acute febrile illness 1325 17 2210 8.1 1822
Neurological and Psychiatric 1335 17 1894 6.9 810
Urinary tract infection 968 12 1358 5.0 527
Skin diseases 876 11 1140 4.2 475
Mouth disease 905 1 1129 4.1 397
Eye diseases 833 10 1049 38 482
Allergy 642 8 806 30 416
Reproductive health problem 502 6 679 25 547
Ear problem 251 3 298 1.1 92
Hemorrhoids 132 2 172 0.6 77
Hypertension 111 1 131 0.5 200
Anemia 115 1 127 0.5 59
Diabetic 67 1 105 04 99
Others 798 10 1097 4.0 1509

?One worker may be diagnosed for more than one disease group

PNumber of workers diagnosed with the disease at least one time

“Number of diagnosis by the disease group, a worker may be diagnosed for more than one time for the disease group
dNumber of workdays absence due to sick leave for each disease group
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Table 3 Multivariate analysis results of disease group among workers in the integrated textile factories (n =7992)

Disease Factor variables Bivariate analysis Multivariate analysis P-value

COR (95% ClI)

AOR (95% ClI)

Respiratory diseases Textile 1.24 (1.08-1.42) 122 (1.06-141)" 0.007
Garment 0.95 (0.83-1.09) 130 (1.11-152)" 0.001
Female 0.91 (0.82-1.00) 113 (1.01-1.26) 0.033
Read and write 148 (1.25-1.77) 1.05 (0.87-1.27) 0619
Factory 1 232 (2.06-261) 272 (239-3.10)" < 0.001
Factory 2 2.92 (2.58-3.30) 2.29 (1.98-2.65)" < 0.001
Age 1.03 (1.02-1.03) 102 (1.02-1.03)" < 0.001
Musculoskeletal disorders Textile 139 (1.20-161) 141 (1.21-165)" < 0.001
Garment 1.22 (1.05-141) 167 (141-1.98) < 0.001
Female 1.11 (1.01-1.23) 137 (121-1.54)" < 0.001
Read and write 2.14 (1.79-2.54) 152 (1.25-1.84)" < 0.001
Factory 1 2.12 (1.88-2.40) 2.88 (2.52-330)" < 0.001
Factory 2 2.89 (255-3.28) 208 (1.78-242) < 0.001
Age 1.03 (1.03-1.04) 103 (1.03-1.04) < 0001
Injuries Textile 1.86 (1.56-2.22) 179 (149-2.16) < 0.001
Garment 0.96 (0.80-1.15) 166 (1.35-2.05)" < 0.001
Female 0.63 (0.56-0.70) 082 (0.71-0.94)" 0.004
Read and write 1.62 (1.32-1.98) 138 (1.10-1.73)" 0.005
Factory 1 4.81 (4.18-5.54) 490 (4.20-5.70)" < 0.001
Factory 2 339 (2.92-3.95) 260 (2.17-3.11) < 0.001
Age 1.01 (1.01-1.02) 101 (1.01-1.02)" < 0.001
Gastrointestinal Textile 1.29 (1.09-1.53) 1.29 (1.08-1.53)" 0.004
Garment 147 (1.24-1.73) 167 (139-201)" < 0.001
Female 1.15 (1.03-1.29) 1.11 (0.98-1.26) 0.110
Read and write 1.25 (1.02-1.53) 1.10 (0.89-1.36) 0388
Factory 1 1.31 (1.14-1.50) 157 (135-1.82)" < 0.001
Factory 2 148 (1.28-1.70) 139 (1.18-165)" < 0.001
Age 1.01 (1.01-1.02) 101 (1.01-1.02) < 0.001
Peptic ulcer Textile 152 (1.28-1.81) 136 (1.14-164)" 0.001
Garment 133 (1.12-1.59) 1.56 (1.28-1.90)" < 0.001
Female 1.39 (1.24-1.56) 1.79 (1.56-2.05)" < 0.001
Read and write 1.66 (1.37-2.02) 1.19 (0.96-1.48) 0.12
Factory 1 2.55(2.22-2.93) 345 (2096-4.02)" < 0.001
Factory 2 3.12 (271-3.59) 284 (239-338) < 0.001
Age 1.02 (1.02-1.03) 102 (1.01-1.03) < 0.001
Acute Febrile lliness Textile 138 (1.17-1.64) 1.15 (0.95-1.38) 0.146
Garment 0.74 (0.62-0.89) 1.19 (0.97-1.46) 0.100
Female 0.81 (0.72-0.91) 129 (1.12-148)" < 0.001
Read and write 1.76 (1.44-2.15) 142 (1.13-1.78)" 0.003
Factory 1 8.28 (7.12-9.62) 967 (8.19-11.40)" < 0.001
Factory 2 5.66 (4.83-6.64) 482 (3.99-583)" < 0.001
Age 1.02 (1.01-1.02) 101 (1.01-1.02)" < 0.001
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Table 3 Multivariate analysis results of disease group among workers in the integrated textile factories (n =7992) (Continued)

Disease Factor variables Bivariate analysis Multivariate analysis P-value
COR (95% ClI) AOR (95% ClI)

Allergies Textile 1.25 (1.00-1.55) 1.16 (0.92-1.47) 0.206
Garment 0.57 (045-0.73) 1.09 (0.83-1.43) 0.527
Female 061 (0.52-0.72) 0.94 (0.78-1.12) 0468
Read and write 2.16 (1.69-2.77) 1.07 (0.81-141) 0621
Factory 1 4.54 (3.62-5.69) 476 (3.74-6.06) < 0.001
Factory 2 10.20 (8.28-12.55) 751 (5.88-9.59)" < 0.001
Age 1.05 (1.05-1.06) 102 (1.01-1.03)" < 0.001

Mouth diseases Textile 1.34 (1.08-1.66) 126 (101-157)" 0.041
Garment 1.23 (1.00-1.52) 1.19 (0.94-1.51) 0.150
Female 1.35 (1.16-1.56) 154 (1.30-1.81)" < 0.001
Read and write 1.22 (0.95-1.58) 1.02 (0.78-1.34) 03877
Factory 1 144 (1.21-1.71) 165 (1.37-1.99)° < 0.001
Factory 2 1.67 (1.40-1.98) 155 (1.25-1.91) < 0.001
Age 101 (1.01-1.02) 1.01 (1.00-1.02)" 0.005

Anemia Textile 1.09 (0.57-2.06) 0.99 (0.52-1.90) 0.976
Garment 1.97 (1.09-3.58) 1.17 (062-2.22) 0631
Female 3.23 (1.99-5.25) 283 (1.67-479) < 0.001
Read and write 143 (0.76-2.67) @
Factory 1 0.08 (0.02-0.31) 0.10 (0.02-041)" 0.001
Factory 2 1.21 (0.79-1.87) 1.59 (0.99-2.55) 0.053
Age 1.00 (0.99-1.02) @

Hypertension Textile 131 (0.80-2.15) 128 (0.77-2.14) 0338
Garment 042 (0.23-0.76) 1.21 (0.65-2.24) 0.549
Female 1.11 (0.75-163) @
Read and write 341 (2.12-548) 1.23 (0.74-2.05) 0426
Factory 1 36.84 (11.28-120.29) 4248 (12.90-139.94)" < 0001
Factory 2 97.01 (30.55-308.10) 38.29 (11.59-126.49)" < 0.001
Age 1.11 (1.09-1.13) 1.07 (1.05-1.09)" < 0.001

Skin disease Textile 145 (1.17-1.80) 143 (1.15-1.78)" 0.001
Garment 1.13 (091-141) 1.26 (0.99-1.60) 0.061
Female 0.86 (0.74-0.99) 0.89 (0.76-1.05) 0.165
Read and write 1.00 (0.76-1.32) @
Factory 1 140 (1.18-1.66) 131 (1.10-157)" 0.003
Factory 2 1.09 (0.90-1.32) 1.04 (0.85-1.26) 0.728
Age 1.00 (1.00-1.01) @

Urinary tract infection Textile 1.25 (1.00-1.55) 1.04 (0.82-1.31) 0.732
Garment 1.57 (1.28-1.94) 1.24 (0.98-1.57) 0.076
Female 3.64 (3.06-4.33) 509 (4.19-6.17)" < 0.001
Read and write 2.09 (1.69-2.60) 136 (1.06-1.73) 0.015
Factory 1 1.30 (1.09-1.55) 229 (1.88-2.79) < 0.001
Factory 2 241 (2.06-2.83) 194 (157-241) < 0.001
Age 1.04 (1.03-1.04) 1.05 (1.04-1.05)" < 0.001
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Table 3 Multivariate analysis results of disease group among workers in the integrated textile factories (n =7992) (Continued)

Disease Factor variables Bivariate analysis Multivariate analysis P-value
COR (95% CI) AOR (95% CI)
Ear diseases Textile 1.06 (0.73-1.54) @
Garment 1.02 (0.71-147) @
Female 0.80 (0.62-1.03) 1.02 (0.78-1.33) 0.872
Read and write 0.67 (0.37-1.20) 0.60 (0.33-1.10) 0.101
Factory 1 262 (1.98-347) 285 (2.13-381) < 0.001
Factory 2 1.39 (0.98-1.98) 1.05 (0.70-1.56) 0817
Age 1.01 (1.00-1.03) 103 (1.01-1.04)" < 0.001
Eye diseases Textile 1.09 (0.89-1.33) 124 (101-1.53)" 0.04
Garment 0.74 (0.60-0.91) 0.94 (0.74-1.19) 0.587
Female 0.69 (0.60-0.80) 0.80 (0.67-0.94)" 0.008
Read and write 1.29 (0.99-1.67) 1.21 (0.92-1.60) 0.169
Factory 1 1.18 (0.99-141) 1.12 (0.93-1.35) 0.246
Factory 2 0.89 (0.73-1.09) 058 (046-0.73)" < 0.001
Age 101 (1.01-1.02) 102 (1.01-1.03)" < 0,001
Haemorroids Textile 131 (0.81-2.12) 142 (0.87-2.34) 0.163
Garment 0.69 (041-1.17) 1.07 (0.60-1.91) 0.823
Female 0.59 (0.42-0.83) 0.75 (0.51-1.11) 0.149
Read and write 135 (0.74-245) @
Factory 1 1.82 (1.19-2.77) 1.70 (1.09-2.66)" 0.020
Factory 2 2.16 (143-3.27) 1.38 (0.84-2.26) 0.198
Age 1.03 (1.01-1.04) 102 (1.01-1.04) 0.012
Reproductive health problems Textile 1.74 (1.21-2.49) 133 (0.92-1.93) 0.127
Garment 322 (2.28-4.54) 1.27 (0.89-1.82) 0.194
Female 14.76 (9.77-22.30) 14.64 (9.58-22.39)" < 0.001
Read and write 1.00 (0.70-1.43) @
Factory 1 0.87 (0.68-1.11) @
Factory 2 1.02 (0.80-1.30) @
Age 0.99 (0.98-1.00) 1.01 (1.00-1.02) 0219
Neurologic and psychiatric diseases Textile 0.97 (0.65-145) 0.95 (0.64-143) 0.819
Garment 1.37 (0.94-2.00) 1.00 (0.66-1.51) 0.986
Female 1.73 (1.30-2.29) 160 (1.16-2.21)" 0.004
Read and write 0.94 (0.56-1.57) @
Factory 1 0.53 (0.36-0.79) 0.60 (0.40-0.90)" 0.015
Factory 2 0.81 (0.57-1.15) 0.90 (0.62-1.31) 0.590
Age 1.00 (0.99-1.01) @
Diabetics Textile 0.70 (0.39-1.29) 0.76 (041-143) 0.398
Garment 046 (0.24-0.87) 1.25 (0.61-2.57) 0.549
Female 0.61 (0.38-0.99) 1.22 (0.71-2.11) 0.466
Read and write 132 (0.57-3.07) @
Factory 1 24.15 (10.26-56.84) 3349 (13.94-8049)" < 0.001
Factory 2 11.15 (442-28.14) 506 (1.89-13.55)" 0.001
Age 1.07 (1.04-1.09) 1.08 (1.05-1.10) < 0.001
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Table 3 Multivariate analysis results of disease group among workers in the integrated textile factories (n =7992) (Continued)

Disease Factor variables Bivariate analysis Multivariate analysis P-value
COR (95% CI) AOR (95% CI)

Overall morbidity Textile 1.64 (143-1.87) 166 (144-192) < 0.001
Garment 1.28 (1.13-1.46) 165 (142-193) < 0.001
Female 1.08 (0.98-1.18) 133 (1.18-149)" < 0.001
Read and write 1.78 (1.45-2.18) 142 (1.14-1.76)" 0.002
Factory 1 2.58 (2.26-2.95) 332 (2.87-384) < 0.001
Factory 2 2.56 (2.22-2.94) 186 (1.59-2.19)" < 0.001
Age 1.02 (1.02-1.03) 103 (1.02-1.04)" < 0.001

COR Crude odds ratio, AOR Adjusted odds ratio, C/ Confidence interval

@ Variables with P> 0.2 in bivariate not included in multivariate; * Significance level at P < 0.05; Support department, male, higher educational status and factory 3

are reference group

workers had completed education level grade 1-10,
while 7 % of workers had no formal education but could
read and write. The highest proportion of uneducated
workers was among the support department (13%) and
lowest among the garment department (5%). About
(66%) of workers had at least one diagnosis during the 1
year of the observation period (Table 1).

Prevalence of registered diseases

A total of 27,320 consultations took place with a total of
5276 diagnosed workers, equivalent to five consultations
per worker during the study period. The highest propor-
tion of total consultations was due to respiratory dis-
eases (17%). Further, the highest prevalence of diseases
diagnosed at least one time per individual worker were
respiratory diseases (34%), followed by MSD (29%),
gastrointestinal infection (21%), peptic ulcer disease
(19%) and injury (17%) (Table 2).

A total of 16,993 workdays were registered as sickness
absence in 1 year period due to workers’ health prob-
lems. Injury was the highest cause of sick leave days,
(2951) (17%), followed by respiratory diseases (2327)
(14%). The number of workdays absence by departments
was highest among textile department workers, (9027)
(53%) followed by garment workers (6415) (38%) and
support workers (1481) (9%). In line with this, the pro-
portion of workdays’ absence per number of workers
was 2.8, 1.8 and 1.4 in the textile, garment and support
respectively.

Disease prevalence across the departments was varied.
The prevalence of diagnosis at least for one disease was
69, 65 and 60% among the textile, garment and support
department workers respectively. The proportion of tex-
tile department workers accounted for 44% of the total
workforce; however, the textile department workers’
overall proportion of disease diagnoses is about 49%.

In terms of disease type, a higher percent of respiratory,
MSDs, injuries, peptic ulcers, AFI, mouth diseases, skin
diseases, eye diseases, allergy, hemorrhoids, and hyperten-
sion were identified among the textile department workers

(Fig. 2). Gastrointestinal infections, neurological and psy-
chiatric, urinary tract infection, reproductive illnesses and
anemia were the highest reported by garment department
workers. Respiratory disease was the most prevalent across
the three working departments, with 37, 32 and 31%
among textile, support and garment departments, respect-
ively (Fig. 2). From the total workers who had at least one
respiratory disease, 626 (23%), 135(5%), 84 (3%) and 27
(1%) were diagnosed with bronchitis, asthma, pneumonia
and tuberculosis, respectively. MSD was the second most
prevalent disorder in all three departments, 31, 28, and
25% among textile, garment, and support respectively. In-
jury was the third most prevalent issue among the textile
department workers, but is the eighth among the garment
department workers (Fig. 2).

Factors associated with the diagnostic category

The statistical analysis uses diseases that were diagnosed
at least once for individual workers as a unit of analysis.
In the analysis support department, male, education sta-
tus higher than “read and write” and factory 3 was the
reference category. The multivariate logistic regression
analysis found that working department (Textile and
Garment), sex (female worker), educational status (read
and write), age (older worker) and factory type (Factory
1&2) are associated with a higher prevalence of diseases
compared to the reference category. Textile department
workers have significantly higher odds for eight disease
groups with adjusted odds ratio ranges (AOR: 1.22-1.79)
compared to the support department workers (Table 3).
The garment department workers had significantly
higher odds for five disease groups (AOR: 1.30-1.67)
compared to the support department workers (Table 3).
Female workers had significantly higher odds for seven
disease groups (AOR: 1.11-14.76) compared to male
workers.

Furthermore, workers with low educational status had
significantly higher odds for four disease groups (AOR:
1.36-1.52) than workers of higher education level (Table 3).
Age of workers was significantly associated with 14 of the
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disease groups. Furthermore, factory 1 had significantly
higher odds for 14 of the disease groups (AOR: 1.31-
42.84), and Factory 2 had significantly higher odds for
11 of the disease groups (AOR: 1.39-38.29) than fac-
tory 3 (Table 3).

Discussion

This study shows that workers in the integrated textile
factories were diagnosed with a wide range of diseases in
1 year. Respiratory disease was the leading cause of mor-
bidity followed by MSDs, whereas workplace injuries
caused the most days away from work. Working in the
textile departments, being female, older age and low
educational status are associated with higher risk for
most disease groups.

The size of the problem

The overall disease prevalence in 1 year time is 66%.
The majority of the workers were diagnosed at least for
one disease in the study period but, some workers had
more than one disease diagnosis, which made the total
number of consultations for diagnosis 27,320. These fig-
ures are higher than reports from other countries. For
instance, a cross-sectional study that evaluates the health
conditions using clinical examinations of 514 male In-
dian textile workers found 754 disease conditions, or 1.5
per worker [14]. Another retrospective study from med-
ical records of 1906 workers from mobile clinics in
Bangladesh textile and garment reported that 25% of the
workers were diagnosed with at least one disease condi-
tion [15]. A short survey that examined the occupational
health conditions of 845 Indian textile workers found
that 447 workers suffered from different diseases [16].
There are several limitations in this comparison with the
above studies: difference in the observation period, the
difference in diagnosis standard and difference in the
study population.

Moreover, in the present study, the proportion of total
diagnosed cases from the number of all workers in the
factories is 3.4, higher than the proportion of the total
number of cases diagnosed from the general population
0.50 in Ethiopia [25]. The total number of cases diag-
nosed in the general population excluding children less
than 5 years of age was 48.8 million, given that the
general population’s count of Ethiopia 98.6 million [25].
According to the Ministry of Health annual morbidity
statistics report, the annual rate of outpatient visits for a
new and repeated health condition is 0.9, which is about
four times less than our study population [25]. The re-
sult may indicate that workers from the integrated tex-
tile factories were diagnosed with more diseases than the
general population; however, the high prevalence rate of
diagnosis might also be related to free access to health
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services in factories and other demographic-related
differences.

Workplace factors

Workers in the textile department had a higher preva-
lence than other employees for many diseases, primarily
respiratory diseases. Several other studies from low and
middle-income countries have also shown a high preva-
lence of respiratory problems among textile department
workers [7, 16]. An exposure assessment study by Yifo-
kire and colleagues [19] has measured dust exposure
levels among the textile production workers and the gar-
ment department workers in Ethiopia to be higher than
the recommended threshold limit value in the ACGIH
[26]. This association might be due to the relationship
between respiratory diagnoses and high dust levels in
the integrated factories. However, the present study can-
not answer this question due to the mixture of diagnoses
in the categories used and the lack of exposure measure-
ments in these particular factories. In this study, mul-
tiple respiratory diseases were described as bronchitis
and asthma; these diagnoses might link with dust
exposure.

MSD diagnoses are the second prevalent disease group
in the present study and are significantly associated with
the manufacturing departments. Both textile and gar-
ment department workers have higher odds of MSDs
compared to the support department workers. Other
studies have highlighted ergonomic hazards in the textile
and garment department that could increase the risk of
MSDs [27-29]. Additionally, ergonomic hazard exposure
assessment studies in Bangladesh and Cambodia found
that the tasks in garment production gave a high risk of
MSDs [10, 12]. The MSDs may be linked to exposure to
ergonomic hazards in the textile and garment
departments.

Furthermore, workplace injuries are among the most
reported health problems and the primary cause of ab-
sence in this study. Both textile and garment department
workers handle heavy machinery and have a higher risk
of injuries than workers in the support department. This
implies that the injuries might be related to the working
conditions in the textile and garment departments. How-
ever, the prevalence of injuries in this study is lower
than in a study of self-reported injuries in another Ethi-
opian textile factory [20]. The difference may be associ-
ated with several factors; one potential reason being that
minor injuries managed by first aid may not be included
in the diagnostic reports of the factories” health services.

Moreover, some literature indicates that textile factor-
ies have high noise levels in their production depart-
ments [9, 18]; consequently, one can expect workers in
this department to have a high prevalence of ear prob-
lems, as the prolonged noise may cause reduced hearing.
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However, our study did not show any difference among
the textile and support workers regarding ear diseases.
However, the diagnosis might not detect reduced hear-
ing among workers in this study, as health offices did
not have the equipment to measure hearing ability in
the targeted factories. Workers who develop hearing
problems may move from the textile department to the
support department to reduce their noise exposure or
leave the job. Several studies indicated the possibility of
self-selection of workers for the job or migration to dif-
ferent departments to mitigate disease [6, 30—32]. Future
studies should consider exposure intensity and interrup-
tion by tracing the detail of worker’s exposure profiles.

Personal factors

Sex is significantly associated with most diseases regis-
tered in this study; female workers were diagnosed with
disease at a higher rate than males. A qualitative in-
depth interviewing and focus group discussion with 24
female workers from Bangladesh indicated that female
workers suffered from several types of diseases in gar-
ment factories [33]. The morbidity assessment study by
Singh and colleagues [16] also revealed that female
workers in the textile section had more severe anemia
than males, similar to the finding of the present study.
This might be related to the monthly menstrual cycle
among females. Furthermore, a study in Bangladesh has
reported a higher prevalence of different diseases among
female workers than male workers, but with lower
prevalence of injuries [15]. Similarly, the current study
shows a lower prevalence of injuries among females;
possibly due to differences in tasks, with men often dele-
gated to working with machinery, expose them to a
higher risk of injury [20]. Increased morbidity due to
MSDs and respiratory diseases were also reported
among female textile workers in India [34, 35]. Likewise,
a result from the current study found that females are at
higher risk of MSDs than males, but found no difference
in the likelihood of respiratory diseases.

Previous studies indicated that high disease prevalence
among female textile and garment workers could be
linked to poor living conditions and engagement in an
unhygienic work environment [15, 16, 36—38]. These
factors need further study to explore the contexts of this
working population.

This study shows that the low educational status of
workers in the textile and garment factories is associated
with several disease groups, including injuries, MSD,
peptic ulcer, UTI, AFI and hemorrhoids. Several studies
have also revealed that textile and garment production
workers with low educational status are at increased risk
of different diseases [16, 38—40]. Another study in India
also indicates high overall morbidity among textile and
garment workers, which was significantly associated with
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low educational status [16]. Also, a systematic review in-
dicated that lower educational status could increase the
health vulnerabilities of workers [13]. A large study from
WHO (n =30,146) also showed that adults’ low educa-
tional status was significantly associated with MSD in
the LMICs [41]. The increased risk of disease might be
associated with the fact that most workers who are low
educated are engaged in blue-collar jobs and may not be
aware of the presence of different workplace hazards
and may have poor access to the safety information at
work.

Workers age is also associated with diseases in this
study; increased age posing a significantly higher risk for
several diseases, including respiratory, MSD, injury, ear
diseases and gastrointestinal diseases in comparison to
younger workers. Similarly, a study of general health
problems among female garment workers in India
showed that older age workers have a significantly
higher risk for various diseases such as respiratory dis-
eases, gastrointestinal diseases, MSD and eye diseases
compared to younger workers [17]. Older workers might
be exposed to workplace hazards for many years and
have high cumulative exposures. Moreover, workers with
work services greater than 5 years had a significantly
higher risk for 13 disease groups in the textile depart-
ment than workers with service less than 5 years. Older
factories (1 and 2) had also significantly higher AOR for
several disease groups than the recently established fac-
tory (3). Therefore, factory clinics can be a good source
of information for work-related disease research and ac-
tion in LMICs setting.

Different diagnoses than in the general population

The most prevalent cause of morbidity in this study is
respiratory health problem (34%), followed by MSD
(29%), GI (21%), peptic ulcer (19%) and injuries (17%).
The magnitude and type of morbidities are higher and
contrast from the general population in Ethiopia. The
prevalence of the top leading diseases in the general
population of Ethiopia are pneumonia (2.6%), acute
upper respiratory infection (2.4%), typhoid (1.7%), dys-
pepsia (1.6%) and functional intestinal disorder (1.4%)
[25]. Unlike the general population, most diseases from
the textile and garment department in this study are
non-communicable diseases related to dust exposure,
ergonomic hazards, contact with chemicals and danger-
ous machines.

According to the ILO report [23], some of the diseases
diagnosed among the textile and garment workers in the
integrated factories could be work-related. The diseases
are higher in magnitude and different from the diseases
found in the general population, especially respiratory
diseases, MSD, injury and ear diseases. These diseases
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might be due to the presence of hazards at the work-
places known to cause those health problems.

According to the “healthy workers effect” concept, a
lower morbidity rate is expected among workers com-
pared to the general population. However, the compari-
son of the morbidity rate of the current study with the
general population should be taken cautiously. Gener-
ally, workers in integrated factories were distinct from
the general population in many ways; they have free ac-
cess to health service and information, and have a higher
average age of 40 years, whereas the average age in the
general population is 20 years. In addition, 92% of the
study population attended formal education, with only
67% of the general population [42]. This could make a
difference in health-seeking behaviour.

In the early nineteenth century, textile workers in the
US and Europe suffered from multiple diseases, includ-
ing a high prevalence of respiratory health problems
related to textile cotton exposure [43, 44]. The occupa-
tional health and safety standard improvements in
developed countries have reduced workers’ health
problems [32]. Economic globalization pushed textile
factories to developing countries, specifically Asia and
Africa. It seems that work-related health problems were
exported together with the factories but the improved
occupational health and safety standards have been left
behind [45].

One of the strengths of this study was the inclusion of
workers in the factories from all three work departments
of textile, garment, and support. However, we do not
know how representative the disease figures are regard-
ing actual prevalence since the workers may also visit
other health institutions. Conversely, the factory clinics
serve workers free of charge and have a referral to hospi-
tals for advanced diagnosis and treatment; thus, it is very
likely that workers can consult the factory clinics to a
large extent.

On the other hand, the main weakness of this study
was the lack of standard diagnostic codes in the archives
from the health clinics that forced us to use large cat-
egories for diagnoses. We also had limited information
about the worker’s exposure profile and could not col-
lect potential confounder variables such as previous
health condition, current work exposure at the different
departments, housing, living environment, family, behav-
iour and lifestyle-related information. It is subsequently
difficult to know the root causes of various health prob-
lems. Using a control group from another industry
might have improved the study. Comparing groups in-
side the factory have advantages to link health problems
to work conditions as the workers in the three depart-
ments had the same organizational experiences and the
same factory culture. There still however could be self-
selection of workers for the job, and movement of
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workers within the departments attributed to health
conditions could be an inherent problem.

Conclusion

About two-thirds of the workers in the integrated textile
factories are diagnosed with different types of diseases,
with a high prevalence of morbidity. The textile and gar-
ment department workers suffered a higher prevalence
of diseases than support department workers, indicating
that some diseases might be related to work in these de-
partments. Work department, sex, age and educational
status were significantly associated with several regis-
tered work-related diseases. Besides, respiratory, MSD,
injuries and ear diseases were higher in quantity than
the general population. Factory clinics seem to be an
essential source of evidence to understand the occupa-
tional disease burden. Comparison of the risk level
among the working departments and the general popula-
tion needs careful attention while interpreting the result
due to the lack of control for the potential confounders.
Further study is needed to investigate the reason for re-
peated clinic consultation and rare chronic diseases such
as cancer, heart diseases, renal diseases, and diabetics in
relation to worker’s exposure profile.
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