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Workplace Pollution: Nuclear Safety, Ethics,
and the Exploitation-Avoidance Argument

Kristin Shrader-Frechette*

Introduction
Annually in the United States, 7,000 to 11,000 people die

prematurely from injuries sustained in the workplace and another
62,000 to 86,000 people die prematurely from occupationally induced
diseases.! This means that a total of nearly 100,000 workers die
needlessly each year in the United States from unsafe work
environments, even though their deaths could have been prevented.
These victims represent a largely silent minority, not only because their
number represents less than 1/1000 of the United States work force,
but also because their deaths frequently have undetected causes for
which it is difficult to hold employers responsible. Also, there are only
2,700 practicing occupational-medicine physicians in the United States
and only a handful of Occupational Safety and Health Administration
(OSHA) inspectors. This is only enough to check a worksite for safety
once every 75 years. OSHA had referred thirty cases of job-related
criminal homicide to the United States Justice Department from 1980
to 1988 and only four had been prosecuted or were being prosecuted
by 1989. This was due, in part, to the Bush Administration cutting the
funding of the Justice Department section responsible for prosecuting
companies for workplace deaths.?

If the preceding figures are correct, how can society ignore victims
of the workplace environment when annual occupation-related deaths in
the United States are approximately five times greater than those
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1 J. Paul Leigh, Causes of Death in the Workplace 3-7, 215 (Quorum Books 1995).

2 Id at3-7.
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caused by the illegal drug trade and approximately four times greater
than those caused by AIDS? One reason may be that few people are
aware of the alarming occupational-fatality data, and few
epidemiological studies (apart from several at the United States Bureau
of Labor Statistics) track worker deaths over the long term. Also, many
casualties of the workplace environment are poor African-Americans or
Hispanics, all of which have few advocates.? Even in developed
nations, employers often' have so much power, privilege, and status that
they can avoid responsibility for what happens to employees. In
developing countries, apparent injustice in the workplace environment is
even more evident. Worldwide workplace risks may be increasing, in
part, because of the World Trade Organization (WTO), established in
1995 as part of the Uruguay Round Agreements of the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The WTO typically treats
all worker protections, including prohibitions against child labor, as
“barriers to trade” that violate the WTO international regulations by
which all member nations must abide. Because of the WTO and
GATT, workers throughout the world are facing environmental
injustices which include the inability to control the health risks that
employers impose on them.

Still another reason society minimizes the massive number of
occupation-related fatalities is that economists tend to justify risky
workplaces on the grounds of the compensating wage differential
(CWD).> The CWD, or hazard-pay premium, is the alleged
increment in wages that workers in risky jobs receive. According to this
theory, employees trade safety for money on the job market, and they
know some of the workers will bear the health consequences of their
employment in a risky occupational environment.

To determine whether the CWD succeeds in justifying alleged
environmental injustices in the workplace, this essay addresses three
main issues. These issues include: (1) the theory behind the CWD used
to justify the double standard for threats in the occupational

3 Seeid.at3-7,215.

4  See Lori Wallach & Michelle Sforza, Whose Trade Organization? Chapters 6-7 (Public
Citizen 1999); David Newton, Environmental Justice (ABC-CLIO 1996); Kristin Shrader-
Frechette, Environmnetal Justice: Creating Equality, Reclaiming Democracy (2002).

5 See generally infra nn. 19-22.





































































