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FiG. 1.—Old-fashioned loom, now being replaced by the most
modern types.

FI1G. 2.—Softening process in a modern tannery.
F1G. 3.—Softening process in an old tannery.

FI1G. 4.—Wool sorting.

Fi1G. 2.

\“,

(Y « -




Downloaded from oem.bmj.com on February 15, 2012 - Published by group.bmj.com

MISCELLANEA 75

wharves, a factory, and from the heart of the ‘ souk
or bazaar. To understand the existence of this group of
workers it is necessary to realize that although, during
the past few years since the formation of the Develop-
ment Board, Baghdad has entered a period of rapid
modernization, yet a considerable portion of the business
area, especially in the vicinity of the Tigris, remains a
district of narrow, tortuous, and uneven passages, low
archways opening into Turkish-style courtyards, inter-
spersed with irregular stone steps. Thus this territory is
quite unsuited for wheeled traffic and all loads to and
from business premises must be carried either by the
porters or on the backs of donkeys, mules, or horses.

Over 60%, of the porters examined were not Iraqi,
but came from Luristan, a Kurdish district in Iran.
Their profession is familial, so that up to 14 years of age
389, of all porters remain at home employed in agri-
cultural pursuits, then migrate to Baghdad to become
porters, remaining so for the rest of their lives. They
probably return for a period of a few weeks each year
(usually at harvest time) to their families in Persia where
they keep their wives if they are married.

In the group reviewed other porters were found to
have been at some period of their lives brick workers
(14%,), servants, waiters, soldiers, etc. Each man was
asked his age, but it was found that no absolute reliance
could be placed upon their replies, for they have a vague
conception of time and do not possess birth certificates.
Their ages were recorded to range from 14 years
(employed as a porter for two years) to 70 years. A
youth on starting work begins with loads of approxi-
mately 50 kg., but as he gains physique, strength, and
skill his loads are increased so that it is found that an
adult normally carries weights of 200 kg. ; some have
been known to handle over half a ton, being paid extra
money for very awkward loads.

The reason for the ability of a porter to handle such
enormous loads is that from the start of his work he
adopts a method of handling and carrying which is
physiologically sound.

Porters examined had been working for periods varying
from three months to 50 years, so that it was possible to
assess the effects of such an onerous task. The ill effects
found were surprisingly few ; thus 99, varicose veins,
49, arthritis of the spinal column, 6°; hernia, 39, heart
disease. Blood pressure was low (it is commonly low in
Iraq) and the highest systolic pressure recorded was 160
and the lowest 90, with an average of 120 mm. Hg.

Nearly all the workers had a mild keratotic condition
of the skin over the iliac crest due to friction of the loads
over this site which bears the maximum weight.

It was unusual for the porters to be men of powerful
build, and their average weight was 9 st. 10 Ib. It is
customary for the porters to work barefooted, and their
feet are broad compared with a European’s but singularly
free from pes planum and hallux valgus.

Since the foundation of Iraq in 1921, many laws
concerning the health and welfare of the working people
have been passed, and today a new law has been drawn
up with the help of a British adviser which will con-
solidate and bring up to date the already existing legis-

lation. It is known as ‘ The Law concerning Work
and Workers ” and does not cover agricultural workers.
The clauses of this Bill have been compiled in keeping
with the spirit of the age, and if carried out efficiently
and conscientiously will place Iraq in the ranks of the
most socially conscious nations.

(1) No child under the age of 12 years is to be
employed and regulations are to be drawn up regarding
the employment of young persons. (2) Pregnant women
are to be granted three weeks’ leave of absence on full
pay before the date of their confinement and for three
weeks after. (3) Nursing mothers are to be allowed two
breaks of half an hour each in order to feed their
children. (4) Articles are included to govern hours of
work, night work, and overtime. (5) During Ramadan
the daily hours are reduced by one. (6) A worker is
entitled to annual leave on full pay at the rate of one
day for each month worked. (7) Special provisions are
set up to deal with claims for compensation, and there
are schedules for diseases and rates of compensation.
Permission is granted for the list of scheduled diseases
to be amended as the occasion arises. (8) The formation
of trade unions is legalized, and any employer who
p=nalizes an employee for joining or not joining a trade-
union is liable to punishment.

So far, the passage of this Bill through Parliament has
been fairly smooth, and it is expected that it will be
passed without any material alteration.

The subject of industrial health cannot be dismissed
without some mention being made of the education of
medical students in preventive and social medicine. The
course in public health has been considerably modified
to bring it more into line with modern concepts.
Laboratory investigations into the analyses of water,
milk, and food, have been replaced by outside visits and
demonstrations, and an elementary course on the indus-
trial diseases likely to be encountered in Iraq is included.
As a symbol of this altered outlook, the Department of
Public Health in the Royal Medical College is now
designated as that of Public Health and Social Medicine.

Finally, a word must be said about the conditions of
the handicapped worker. As in other countries of the
Middle East the welfare of the disabled has been
neglected, so that it is not unusual for such persons to
drift into the ranks of the street beggars. There is a great
need for this problem to be tackled in a radical manner :
first, to introduce measures to prevent disabilities ;
secondly, to train handicapped persons in suitable
employments ; thirdly, to place them in industry, if
necessary passing some enactment on the lines of the
Disabled Persons Act in England.

Summary

Health conditions prevailing in the modern factories
of Iraq are contrasted with those in the primitive work-
shops. A short description of the work and health
of the porters of Baghdad is included.

My thanks are due to H.E. the Minister of Health,
Iraq, for granting permission for publication.
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