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“American Imports, Chinese Deaths,” a four-part series published in The Salt Lake Tribune, documented that millions of Chinese workers get fatal occupational diseases or limb or finger amputations while making products for the U.S. The fatal diseases and amputations result from both the lack of enforcement of China’s worker safety laws and the complicity of the U.S. businesses that purchase from those factories.  Using U.S. shipping records, I linked specific dying Chinese workers to products they made for specific businesses in the U.S. (I also interviewed the Chinese workers, obtained their medical records, interviewed the managers of their factories and the U.S. businesses that purchased from them.) The series raised moral and policy questions: Is it fair to allow Chinese workers to die or suffer amputations while making products for the U.S. when we as a society have decided that U.S. workers must be protected from fatal diseases and limb amputations?  

Tips:

1. The best place to find overseas workers with fatal occupational diseases is in foreign hospitals.  It’s best to take a friend from that country with you when you enter the hospitals; otherwise the risk of getting thrown out is extremely high. In China, it is not possible to interview patients if you announce to hospital staff that you’re a reporter. But I always immediately explained to hospital patients that I was a reporter writing about occupational diseases and limb amputations.  Throughout China, there are whole hospitals devoted to patients with occupational diseases.

2. Another way to find patients is through non-government organizations  or lawyers who help workers. But non-government organizations in China refused to help me (they work closely with the government) and some in Hong Kong also refused (fear of China.) The one that did help me introduced me to workers whose injuries/diseases were discovered years ago.  If you want current patients, go to the hospitals.

3.  The workers have access to their medical records; ask them to give them to you.  The records are invaluable in substantiating that the worker has a fatal disease and that the cause of the disease was occupational.

4. Shipping records were crucial in order to link the workers’ fatal diseases to specific products that we import – and show American responsibility.  But U.S. Customs records are not public information. They are not available through the Freedom of Information Act; they are considered “proprietary” data.  I obtained mine from sources: shipping clerks and customs brokers.  After I wrote the series, I learned there was an easier but much more expensive way:  a couple businesses sell the documents (check the Web.) They require multi-month subscriptions of thousands of dollars each month. One such business is called PIERS, and can be found on the web at www.piers.com
5.  Get the country’s occupational disease law. When I first visited factories in China and saw the conditions, I thought perhaps China did not have a good OSHA law.  Then I obtained a copy of the law from a medical journal article and saw that it was as strict – in most cases –as the law in the U.S.  The problem, it turned out, was lack of enforcement.

6. To compare overseas occupational health and safety regulations with those in the U.S., look up www.osha.gov and type in the disease or industry that interests you.

7. Medical and scientific journal articles are invaluable sources of information on fatal occupational diseases, their causes, their prevalence in the U.S. and abroad, and the researchers in the U.S. and abroad who have studied them.  Some of these journals are free online, including the International Journal of Occupational and Environmental Health www.ijoeh.com/ and the Journal of Environmental Health Perspectives www.ehponline.org/  Other valuable ones, like the Journal of Regulatory Toxicology, can be found by calling up www.Sciencedirect.com on the web.  You can read abstracts free on Science Direct, but the site charges $40 per article. One way around this is to take printouts of the abstracts to a local hospital library, where you may be able to find the journals and read the articles without charge.

8. The language of occupational health and safety is technical and full of jargon.  After reading articles or looking up OSHA standards on the Web, I discussed the meaning of it all with occupational health professionals. You can find those professionals through these organizations in the U.S.:  The American Society of Safety Engineers (www.asse.org) , the American Industrial Hygiene Association (www.aiha.org), and the American Conference of Industrial Hygienists (www.acgih.org).  Scott Schneider, director of  Laborers’ Health and Safety Fund of North America, (schneider@lhsfna.org) may also be able to answer questions or direct you to other professionals if you email him and tell him which industry you’re interested in.

9. U.S. businesses initially failed to respond to my phone calls.. The approach that finally worked was gun-to-the-head:  “I’m writing a story on amputations among Chinese workers who made furniture for your company; I noticed in shipping documents that you purchased $50,000 of furniture in January 2006 from the Shenzhen New Nantian factory. What did you think of the machines that the workers use in that factory?”

10. A tip for free-lancers:  It is very difficult to get support from a U.S. newspaper for any investigative project these days, but especially for a free-lancer.  I wrote a five-page story proposal, with photos of Chinese factories, and gave it to three newspapers.  All refused to pay for my travel and a free-lance fee.  But there is a way around this, I discovered:  apply for a travel grant.  (I received grants from the Pulitzer Center on Crisis Reporting and the Center for Investigative Reporting.)  Once I had received those grants, my old newspaper, The Philadelphia Inquirer, agreed in writing to publish the series.  The Inquirer broke its promise when a new editor assumed control.  But by then the series was fully reported and written, and The Salt Lake Tribune agreed to publish it. 

