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Abstract

This independent study, under the theme “ Spatial Mobility and Health Risks
among Factory Workers in the Northern Region Industrial Estate ( NRIE ) ” is the
outcome of a spatial study of health issue. The objectives of this study were as follows :
1) to study labour mobility and health transition in the context of industrial development
and its socio-economic and environmental impact ; 2 ) to analyse the relationship between
exposure to health risks and microscale mobility patterns of workers in the NRIE ; and
3 ') to examine the exposure to working conditions and social environment which were
related to health risks by workers’ experiential aspects of occupational health and safety.

Data for analysis came from 1995 fieldwork conducted in workers® dormitory
communities near the NRIE in Lamphun Province. A combination of techniques were
used to collect the data at both community and individual levels. Among the techniques
used were questionnaires, in-depth interviews of 49 migrant workers and 25 local workers
and field observations of. changing environment in the study area. From a total of 79
sample workers, 19 migrant workers reported they had been sick within the previous 12
months and could not go to work. Daily mobility recall forms, which collected micro-
scale mobility data from both sick and unsick workers, were also used.

This study found that increased employment opportunity provided by
multinational corporations was one of the pull factors that attracted single young female
labourers who belonged to the major group of short-term migration into modern industry.
Most of them worked as unskilled labourers the on factory floor of electronics plants.
A large number of migrant workers stayed in villages around the NRIE as transitory
residents. Consequently, traditional village landscape were transformed into dormitories,
restaurants, and entertainment business. An important element of this change was the
continuous increase in levels of labour mobility. The social environment in this area
posed a primary health risk to them.

Data and observations indicated that workers’ health status depended upon two
main risk factors: exposure to working conditions and to social environment. Working
conditions were under strict control, especially for migrant workers who would have to
deal with shift system. Out of economic necessity and consumerism, they had a tendency
to work overtime. They had long working hours of 8-12 hours per day, but spent less than



two hours per day for socio-cultural activities. The turnover of migrant workers was
higher than non-migrants due to lack of promotional prospects and occupational health
problems. Chronic headaches, gastritis, spontaneous abortion, occupational injuries and
motorised vehicle accidents were their common health hazards. A case study of workers
in electronics plants found that most women workers had different means of exposure to
hazardous substances in various production processes, and suffered from repetitive strain
and microscopic work. In addition, the management and use of monetary rewards not
only pushed them to compromise accelerated work and unsafe working conditions, but
also prevented some workers from effectively using personal protective equipment, thus
exposing them to health risks.

Patterns of microscale workers mobility ranged in scale and distance within areal
cells of their everyday life including shopping places and daily commute to factory and
surrounding areas. Degrees of spatial interaction derived from the daily mobility recall
forms were as follows : '

1 } According to both female and male migrant workers who did shift work, they
were more exposed to both day shift and night shift environment than local workers.
Migrant workers also stayed in dormitories either at night or during the day, and thus
‘were isolated from the local community. In other words, the life-style of migrant workers
was more strongly related to the working environment than that of local workers,

2 ') As the turnover of migrant workers was higher than local workers, migrant-
local worker interaction was not strong. This was due to migrants being seen as transitory
residents in the local community. Migrant female workers had the lowest degree of
interaction within villages and surrounding areas. This indicated that they had fewer
socio-cultural activities, and spent more time in the factory. Accordingly, they had more
exposure to health risks than the others.

3 ) Compared with migrant workers, most local workers were not exposed to the
night shift environment. This was particularly the case for local male workers who did not
do shift work. They spent more time in restaurants or entertainment places within the
village and surrounding areas than local female workers. Since most local female workers
were married, family responsibilities and domestic work took up much of their time
outside their factory work hours. '

In addition, microspatial exposure analysis indicated that the use of time among
the migrant workers was significantly different from that of the local workers. This
contributed to their differences in exposure to health risks. Night shift working conditions
were related to the relative health risks of migrant workers.




