












PERIODIC EXAMINATION OF COALWORKERS

men had been working since the last examination,
and concerning the concentrations prevailing at the
alternative, less dusty working places that the
N.C.B. could offer to them. There is real need for
some form of continuous dust-sampler which
could be used in assessing dust levels under
" approved conditions ". This, used in conjunction
with periodic examination, would show whether
these conditions are, in fact, safe.
We may summarize by saying that the only men

who would have to be advised to leave the industry
or to change their occupation to one involving less
dust exposure would be those with early simple
pneumoconiosis which was found to be advancing
on serial x-ray examination, especially if they were
young, and those with more advanced radiological
changes who were becoming disabled by the disease.

Compensation.-The purpose of the scheme is
the prevention of disability. This should be made
quite clear to the men by making it independent
from any question of compensation. If the scheme
were also concerned with compensation the emphasis
would be removed from fit men whose health must
be preserved to disabled men to whom little but
financial compensation could be offered.
Men with pneumoconiosis who claimed disability

could be referred to the Pneumoconiosis Medical
Panels for disability assessment. X-ray examination
under the periodic system could achieve an enormous
economy by replacing the scrutiny examination at
present carried out by the Pneumoconiosis Panel
whose duties would then be confined to their
statutory function of assessing disability and its
cause. Arrangements would have to be made for
the radiographs taken in the course of periodic
examination to be lent to the Pneumoconiosis Panel.

If compensation issues were kept separate in this
way, clinical examination could be confined to
special cases. Radiological examination alone
should suffice to detect the earliest stages ofpneumo-
coniosis and to follow its progression towards
dangerous levels.

Meiklejohn (1950) has objected that " the worker
and his union will want to know whether he has
contracted pneumoconiosis, not if he has reached
the critical level of severity ". It is difficult to
understand when a man can be said to have
" contracted pneumoconiosis " since simple pneumo-
coniosis develops from normality by a gradual and
continuous process. Experience has shown that
miners are perfectly willing to accept the idea that
there may be some evidence of dust in their lungs
without there being any disease, by simple analogy
with the fact that they commonly have dust in the
" blue scars " on their skin without their having

skin disease. The men's right to apply to the
Pneumoconiosis Panel for compensation for disa-
bility would, of course, remain.
One alteration in the present system of compen-

sation would be necessary: under the National
Insurance (Industrial Injuries) 1946 Act no pro-
vision is made for giving compensation to men who,
as a result of developing an early stage ofan industrial
disease, have to be advised to change their occu-
pation although they are not disabled. Thus
young men who would have to be advised to leave
the coal mining industry under a system of periodic
examination could at present receive no financial
compensation. This defect in the provision of
compensation would require rectification, possibly
by legislation, if the scheme of periodic examination
were to be a success.

The Introduction of the System.-In the organi-
zation of a scheme, such as we have outlined, there
would be many administrative and technical
problems whose importance cannot be forecast and
whose solution could not be suggested in advance of
the introduction of the scheme. For instance, we
do not know the prevalence of unrecognized
pneumoconiosis in various coalmining areas, which
would largely determine the appropriate interval
between examinations; what effect the examinations
would have on the number of applications for
disability benefit to the Pneumoconiosis Panel;
what staff (medical, technical, and administrative)
would comprise an efficient unit, and what the
operational costs of such a unit would be; or
how far and in what way arrangements would be
made by the N.C.B. for young men with early
pneumoconiosis to continue working in the mines
under conditions of minimal dust exposure.
Because of all these uncertainties it is our view that
periodic examinations should first be introduced on
a pilot basis.

Since new entrants and young men would derive
the greatest benefit from examinations it might be
suggested that the system should in the first place
be confined to the younger workers or even to new
entrants to the industry. Periodic examinations
would have little to offer to men who had already
reached an age at which further serious progression
would be unlikely to occur before the normal
retiring age or to men who already had relatively
advanced pneumoconiosis. However, it is our
belief that it would in fact be administratively
simpler and psychologically better to extend the
examinations to include all underground workers
in whatever pits were chosen for introducing the
scheme.
The next question is whether all underground
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workers could be examined unless the system were
made compulsory. In underground surveys carried
out on a voluntary basis by the Pneumoconiosis
Research Unit's mobile unit at six different collieries,
four in South Wales and two elsewhere in Britain,
over 99% of the workers have been examined.
This high percentage was achieved by obtaining the
full cooperation of the trade unions, by active
propaganda and, by offering examinations and
subsequent interviews from 10 a.m. to 11 p.m.
Routine examinations could not be made on this
basis, but if the N.C.B. gave men time off without
loss of pay in order to attend for examination in a
mobile x-ray unit, there should be no difficulty in
obtaining practically universal examination without
any form of compulsion.
The main difficulty would be to decide where the

pilot scheme should be started. Since in South
Wales the Pneumoconiosis Panels are already being
used by the men as an irregular system of periodic
examination, the scheme might well start there.
Later, when any preliminary difficulties had been
overcome, the scheme should start, on a voluntary
basis, in mines representative of various areas in the
different coalfields; it may be that some of our
conclusions are not applicable to pneumoconiosis
arising in other coalfields, particularly in respect to
the relationship between severity of simple pneumo-
coniosis and liability to massive fibrosis. Such
gaps in our knowledge could be filled in the course
of a few years by the pilot scheme provided that it
was so designed that the records and results obtained
from it could be used for research purposes. This
would entail adequate provision for following-up
men who leave the industry or move from one mine
to another in the various coalfields. Many of the
doubts and fears expressed by Meiklejohn (1950)
would be resolved by a scheme introduced in this way.

Interval between Examinations.-The interval
between examinations would vary from one part of
the country to another but the pilot scheme would
enable satisfactory intervals to be determined.
In mines where the dust conditions were not
satisfactory and where new cases of disease were
appearing, it would have to be of the order of a
year. In some parts of the country it would be
unnecessary to have the examinations at more
frequent intervals than three or four years
unless practical experience showed that it was
impossible to keep track of men examined, for
little change in the extent or prevalence of the
disease could be determined in a shorter interval
than this.

Nature of the Examination.-We have indicated
that the basis of the examination need only be

radiological. At present no miniature radiographic
technique is adequate for the early diagnosis of
simple pneumoconiosis (Fletcher, 1951). It would
therefore be necessary to use full size films. The
M.R.C. mobile unit is capable of taking 20 full size
radiographs per hour and processing them to the
finished dry stage. This would probably be a
sufficient speed of work for any field survey. Each
mobile unit could work a 35-hour week: a seven-
hour day for five days. Allowing 17 weeks a year
for movement from place to place and for holidays,
they would work 35 weeks in the year. At this rate
each unit could take 24,500 films per year and 10
such units could easily examine the 700,000 men of
the country with an average interval of two and a
half to three years between examinations. This
should be quite adequate.
The question still arises whether even large

films would enable accurate diagnosis of early
simple pneumoconiosis to be made. In view of the
work reported by Fletcher and Oldham (1949) on
the inconsistencies of radiological diagnosis, it
would be necessary for the doctors running the
scheme to pass some test of their ability to read
films of early simple pneumoconiosis accurately
and consistently.

Errors will occur even with the most skilled
reader. For this reason Meiklejohn (1950) suggests
that it might not " be prudent at this stage to
proceed, recognizing as we must that the decisions
involve human welfare and happiness". There
are two possible errors of diagnosis which might
cause human unhappiness. The first would be the
failure to detect pneumoconiosis in a man approach-
ing the critical stage who might thereafter progress
to serious disability; he would, however, be no
worse off after having had his periodic examination.
The only harm therefore that could be done would
be by the diagnosis of pneumoconiosis in a man
who was not in fact affected by pneumoconiosis
and might thus be unnecessarily alarmed and led
to change his occupation. We feel that errors of
this kind should be so infrequent as to be negligible.
Such errors chiefly arise from films of poor technical
quality, and these might be reduced if it were
decided that every man with early pneumoconiosis
should have further confirmatory films taken before
being advised to change his job.

The Effect on Manpower.-Meiklejohn (1950) has
expressed the fear that a scheme of this kind would
reveal so much pneumoconiosis that large numbers
of men would have to be advised to leave the
industry and even if they were not so a-dvised, there
would be a danger of producing as many cases of
neurosis as the number of cases of pneumoconiosis

60

 group.bmj.com on February 14, 2012 - Published by oem.bmj.comDownloaded from 

http://oem.bmj.com/
http://group.bmj.com/


PERIODIC EXAMINATION OF COALWORKERS

that would be prevented. It has been the experience
of the Pneumoconiosis Research Unit that their
surveys have produced no such neurosis.

* There is ample evidence that many men are

greatly reassured after they have had a careful
radiological examination and a personal interview
with a doctor, to know that dust has not affected
their lungs. It is not our view that periodic
examinations would cause neurosis or that they
would reduce manpower. Fear of the effects of
dust can be a bar to recruitment (" Social Survey ",
1947). Periodic examinations should dispel this
fear and thus assist recruitment. Even where fear
of dust has not yet arisen, the examinations could
be used to give practical demonstration to potential
recruits that the community is interested in the
health of its miners. There is ample testimony
from other industries that medical supervision,
coupled with engineering control of health hazards,
is essential for the maintenance of manpower.
Whether or not numbers of men would have to be
advised to leave the industry because of the fact
that they showed progressive simple pneumoconiosis
in serial examination would depend on the effective-
ness of the dust suppression now being carried out
by the N.C.B. The doctor's role is to ensure that
miners who are in danger of disablement by
pneumoconiosis are protected, if necessary by
advising them to leave the industry. It would be
for the engineers to ensure that the dust levels were
such that very few men would have to be so advised.
Manpower is a major problem in the coal industry.
A system which protected the young miner from
injury to his health by this serious industrial hazard
would reap a great dividend not only in human
contentment but also in productivity.

Summary
A system of periodic x-ray examination of coal

miners is suggested which should ensure the
prevention of disabling pneumoconiosis.

Evidence is presented which shows that early
radiological changes can be detected before serious
disablement occurs, and that if men with these
early changes are removed from exposure to

dangerous dust they will then not develop the
progressive massive fibrosis which is the cause of
serious disability.
A pilot scheme would be necessary. Practical

details are discussed, such as the advice to be given
after the examination, the separation of the scheme
from problems of compensation, the interval
between radiographs, and the effect on manpower.
The periodic examination would provide a means

of defining safe dust levels in different mines leading
to control of the disease by economical dust
suppression, meanwhile giving protection to new

entrants and to workers not already affected.
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