
Death at Empire Paper Waste 

on Friday January 23, Truster Hlatshwayo, a worker a t Empire Paper 
Waste, f e l l in to a paper shredding machine and d ied . I t appears 
that she had been standing on a p i l e of cardboard, and was feeding 
b i t s of waste in to the machine below her when she s l ipped . The 
horror of the accident resul ted in an inmediate work stoppage, as 
other workers demanded that management take ac t ion . Workers claimed 
that a number of machines a t the factory were unsafe and they 
refused t o resume work u n t i l t h e i r safety could be ensured. 

Empire Paper Waste i s a small factory in Indus t r i a . The three 
d i rec tors who j o in t l y own the factory a lso function as management 
at the p l an t . There i s a t o t a l workforce of about 70. At the factory 
p i les of waste paper and cardboard are shredded and baled. This i s 
then col lec ted in to t rucks and transported t o a bigger recycling 
plant . Because of the nature of the work done, condit ions are 
pa r t i cu la r ly dangerous. 

According t o the Paper Wood and Allied Workers union (PWAWU) the 
factory has only recent ly been organised. There i s s t i l l no formal 
recognition agreement between the union and management. 

As soon a s the accident cccured the union asked the Technical 
Advice Group (TAG) to a s s i s t them in evaluating safety condit ions 
at the p l a n t . On Monday January 26 members fran TAG, a union 
of f ic ia l and sane workers inspected the factory. They were accom
panied by a d i rec tor and a factory inspector . According t o TAG 
conditions a t the factory were general ly bad. The floor was covered 
in p i l e s of old paper and cardboard, pa r t i cu l a r l y around the shred
ding machine and the baling machines. The cardboard on the floor 
was sl ippery and d i f f i c u l t to stand on. There were a number of roof 
leakages and.poor drainage. I t became c lear t ha t a thorough clean
up of the factory was necessary. 

A* the shredding machine i t was found that workers stand on p i l e s 
°f waste while feeding cardboard in to the machine. In addit ion the 
"fccnine i s s i tua ted below ground l e v e l , so t ha t workers have t o bend 
°Ver while feeding cardboard in to i t . The workers said tha t they 
Referred to stand on the l e f t of the machine so tha t they could 
£•** Paper with the i r r igh t hands. The s ingle s t ep switch was 
" ^ v e r on the r igh t hand side of the machine. This makes i t inac-
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cess ible to workers standing on the l e f t in cases of emergency. I t 
was a lso found tha t the machine takes some time to stop af ter being 
switched off. The workers said that i t took up to five minutes to 
s top . There were sane missing blades on the shredding machine, 
meaning tha t the shaft i s probably out of balance. The biggest 
problem however was that there was no guard between the workers and 
the machine. TAG recommended that a fence also be b u i l t on both 
sides of the conveyor be l t which leads fron the shredding machine. 
This would prevent workers frcm fa l l ing onto the conveyor. Numerous 
other problems were a l so discovered a t the factory. Workers comp
lained that the dust level in the shredding room was too high. 
There i s inadequate ven t i l a t ion , the only vent i la t ion coming 
through the door and windows. The workers said that the paper masks 
with which they are provided l a s t half-a-day, yet management change 
these only weekly. Workers complained that heavy duty trucks in the 
yard had no power s t ee r ing , of reverse gears not standing in place, 
and a number of other f a u l t s . 

As a r e su l t of the inspection, the workers and TAG made a number 
of recommendations which were subsequently included in an agreement 
with management. The factory inspector ordered the closure of the 
shredding machine u n t i l a guard was put on, as well as a number of 
other o rders . PWAWU says tha t management has now agreed to repair 
a l l defects on the t rucks and t o send trucks t o the municipal 
tes t ing ground for roadworthy t e s t s . All other machines found to be 
unsafe were put out of operation, whilst the factory was cleaned 
up. A guard i s to be f i t t ed to the shredding machine and a second 
emergency stop switch, on the l e f t , i s to be f i t t e d . A fence wi l l 
a lso be b u i l t on both s ides of the conveyor b e l t s . The union a lso 
negotiated the establishment of a "safety committee" a t the factory. 
This committee w i l l comprise of three workers and one d i r ec to r , and 
wi l l report to the d i r ec to r s in future . They w i l l be trained by 
the union during working hours a t ful l pay. 

At the time of wr i t ing , PWAWU reported tha t one machine had since 
begun working* In the meantime an inquest into the causes of the 
accident i s to be held. The union says that i t i s s t i l l trying to 
negotiate compensation for Trus te r ' s chi ldren. At the time of the 
accident she was 24 years old. She was unmarried and has two 
children, both under five years of age. The t r a g i c lesson once 
again i s tha t only workers themselves - through the i r unions - can 
ensure health and safety standards on the shopfloor. 

(Coletane Markham, February 1987) 
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