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Clinical Occupational Medicine in Ontario, Canada

Ted Haines

McMaster University, Hamilton, Canada

I will present a practitioner’s perspective on the practice of occupational medicine in
Ontario, Canada.

Primary care physicians have low levels of knowledge regarding occupational health and
low awareness of their patients’ workplace exposures. They also have little information
about resources, such as occupational health clinics, that are available to help them to
manage occupational health problems.

There are several different types of occupational medicine practice settings. The
Occupational Health Clinics for Ontario Workers (OHCOW) are funded by the
Workplace Safety and Insurance Board. They are located in 5 centres, with additional
part-time satellite clinics. OHCOW also employs nurses, industrial hygienists and
ergonomists. Lakeshore Multiservice Project (LAMP) is a community health centre,
which includes LAMP Occupational Health Centre (LAMPOHC). LAMPOHC is a
resource to the community health centre network throughout Ontario, funded by the
Ministry of Health. In addition, there are specialty university-based occupational health
clinics at St Michael’s Hospital in Toronto and McMaster University.

Other occupational medicine practitioners are employed by the Ontario Ministry of
Labour or the occupational health departments of industries. Many primary care
physicians work part-time for smaller workplaces.

The certification process in Canada comprises several levels of qualification, including:
the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada — which requires a five year
residency; the postgraduate Canadian Board of Occupational Medicine — which entails
preparation of a detailed review paper and an examination; and less intensive upgrading
such as through McMaster’s Diploma in Occupational Health.

I will present some typical cases and how they are managed in our context. I will outline
certain research projects that have resulted from the clinical occupational health context.

I hope to interact with Japanese occupational medicine physicians to learn about your
practice, in order to enrich my own, and possibly also to initiate collaboration in areas of
mutual interest.
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Cervical spondylosis among professional coolies carrying load on the head in
Bangladesh
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K Yokoyama', T Wakui* and N Harada'

'Department of Hygiene, Yamaguchi University School of Medicine. NIPSOM, Bangladesh. *Dhaka
Medical College Hospital, Bangladesh. *Ube College

Introduction

Carrying load on the head imposes a considerable
amount of strain to the axial skeleton." As cervical
spine is the most cranial and actively mobile part
of the vertebral column, so it may be vulnerable to
the stress placed on it by weight. The practice of
carrying heavy loads, weighing 50 to 100 kg on the
head is very common in Bangladesh. Professional
coolies are the people who use their heads as a
mean of carrying loads to transport these from one
place or vehicle to another. So they are in
increased risk of developing cervical spondylosis.
The present study was designed and carried out to
find out the prevalence of cervical spondylosis in a
sample of professional coolies and how it varies
with age, duration of occupation, weight of carried
load, and daily working hours. Additionally,
subjective symptoms in the musculo-skeletal
system of the coolies were also documented.

Methods

For this cross-sectional study a random sample of
98 coolies was studied. A previous history of neck
injury was used as an exclusion criterion. Data
were collected on questionnaire by direct interview
and from the reports of cervical spine x-rays.
Anteroposterior and lateral view radiographs were
used for the assessment of cervical spine.
Diagnosis of cervical spondylosis was based on the
presence of osteophytes along the border of the
vertebral bodies and narrowing of the
intervertebral space.” Means of age, duration of
occupation, weight of carried load and daily
working hours were 35.6 years (range 47 years),
11.7 years (range 34 years), 74.3 kg (range 25 kg),
and 13.2 hours (range 5 hours) respectively. All
statistical analyses were performed with SPSS
statistical software version 10.0. Statistical
associations were investigated using chi-square test
and logistic regression analysis.

Results

All the respondents of this study were male with
most (76.5%) aged below 40 years. Exclusively all
of them used head to carry load. Cervical
spondylosis was found in 39 of 98 coolies (39.8%).
Nineteen out of 39 (48.7%) cases of cervical
spondylosis were of or above the age of 40 years

and the rest 20 cases (51.3%) were below the age
of 40 years. Significant association was found
between age group and cervical spondylosis. The
study observed that duration of occupation had a
significant association with cervical spondylosis. A
comparison of the results for coolies with duration
of occupation 10-15 years or more demonstrated a
significantly higher prevalence of cervical
spondylosis than with duration of occupation less
than 5 years. A trend towards an increasing
prevalence of cervical spondylosis with an increase
in the duration of occupation was observed.
Prevalence of cervical spondylosis was statistically
associated with average weight of carried load.
The study found that the coolies who carried load
more than 75 kg per day they suffered more from
cervical spondylosis. But statistical analysis
revealed no significant association between daily
working hours and prevalence of cervical
spondylosis. The association of duration of
occupation with cervical spondylosis remained
statistically significant in multivariate analysis,
whose odds ratio was 1.159 (95% CI 1.036 to
1.296).

Tingling and numbness of fingers (74.4%)
was found to be the most common symptom in
coolies with cervical spondylosis and back pain
(39.0%) in coolies without cervical spondylosis.
Muscle weakness of upper limbs (69.2%), pain in
the neck (43.6%) and restriction of movement of
cervical spine (35.9%) were also frequent
complaints reported by the coolies with cervical
spondylosis. Among the coolies without cervical
spondylosis a high percentage reported that they
had also pain in knee joint (32.2%), headache
(30.5%) and shoulder pain (23.7%). The current
prevalence of symptoms like tingling and
numbness of fingers, muscle weakness of upper
limbs and pain in the neck was significantly higher
among coolies with cervical spondylosis compared
to coolies without cervical spondylosis.

Discussion

The 39.8% prevalence during our study suggests
that coolies have increased risk of developing
cervical spondylosis than the general population.
This finding is in accordance with findings of an
increased rate of cervical spondylosis in a



Jamaican rural population who carried burdens on
their head.® Our results were also confirmed by
Jumah and Nyame in a study among Ghanains
showing a significantly increased prevalence of
cervical spondylosis in load carriers.”

Degenerative change in the cervical spine is
common and correlates very closely with the aging
process. Cervical spondylosis is a disease of
elderly affecting mostly those over 50.° In a study
among the patients with cervical spondylosis in
Bangladesh it was found that maximum number of
cases (60.0%) was in the age group above 50.° In
the present study it was observed that out of 39
cases of cervical spondylosis, 20 (51.3%) coolies
with cervical spondylosis were of below 40 years
of age. A higher rate of cervical spondylosis in
relatively younger age group was shown in our
study. The reason behind this may be that cervical
spine 1s susceptible to earlier disc degeneration in
head loading.

An mmportant factor found in this study was
the duration of occupation, as ifs increase
significantly increased the prevalence of cervical
spondylosis. Coolies, who worked for 10 to 15
years or more than 15 years, had higher rate of
cervical spondylosis. Long term heavy load
carrying on head may exacerbate the process of
disc degeneration in the cervical spine. In the
present study, prevalence of cervical spondylosis
increasing with the weight of carried load was
found statistically significant. But there was no
significant association between daily working
hours and cervical spondylosis. Moreover, it
seemed from the multiple logistic regression
analysis that duration of occupation was the
significant variable in predicting the prevalence of
cervical spondylosis in coolies. So it can be
assumed that cervical spondylosis results from the
gradual degenerative changes of the cervical spine
over time.

It was clearly revealed that most of the
coolies suffered from pain in different parts of the
body. This might be a result of prolonged working
hours and constant posture to keep the head erect
to maintain the balance of heavy load. Tingling and
numbness of fingers, muscle weakness of upper
limbs, pain in the neck, restriction of movement of
cervical spine, shoulder pain, headache and pain
along the arms were the most common symptoms
among the coolies with cervical spondylosis in this
study. Findings like pain in the neck, headache,
and shoulder pain are comparable with the
observation reported by Ahmed et al except for
tingling and numbness (74.4%) and muscle
weakness (69.2%), which were only 50% and
17.5% respectively in their study.” The explanation
for this difference is probably due to the fact that

in their study the patients with cervical spondylosis
were the subjects, whereas we assessed the
symptoms among coolies. Our study also observed
that 359% of the cases had limitation of
movement of cervical spine. The symptom
correspondents well with the findings of the study
of Ahmed et al.

Neck symptoms like pain in the neck and
restriction of movement of cervical spine were
absent in 22 (56.4 %) and 25 (64.1 %) coolies
respectively with cervical spondylosis. Correlation
of radiographic changes in cervical spondylosis
with clinical symptoms is low. Many individuals
with radiographic evidence of cervical spondylosis
may be completely asymptomatic. The reason for
this discrepancy is explained by differences in the
initial size of the cervical spinal canal *

The results of the present study must be
mterpreted in the light of limitations of the study.
The study place was selected purposively. So
prevalence of cervical spondylosis among the
coolies studied cannot be generalized. As an
obvious limitation of our study we must emphasize
that no control group not exposed to load carrying
on head was used as a reference population to
compare prevalence of cervical spondylosis.
Certain information were recorded according to the
statement of the respondents, e.g., age, duration of
occupation as cooly. These were not possible to
verify as they did not keep any record. Limited
national data also restricted the researches from
comparing the findings, and thus led the
researchers complying on to the information
provided by other countries.

In conclusion, the high prevalence of cervical
spondylosis among professional coolies may be
associated with the practice of carrying heavy
loads on the head. Therefore, we suggest that
further research by a case-control study using a
large sample of population with more advanced
radiological tools is required among the coolies to
mvestigate the problem of cervical spondylosis.
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