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Preface
Little has been written on the dangers of sanitation jobs. Yet indicators—including fatality rates for traffic accidents
and anecdotal reports of numerous hazards in this field—show that there is an urgent need for further study on
the occupational risks that are rampant in the waste industry. As a 2003 University of Miami report noted, garbage
collection is one of the most dangerous professions in the United States.
With this information as background, and based on the continuing reports of Teamster members in the sanitation
industry, the staff of the Teamsters Solid Waste Division and Safety and Health Department initiated a collaboration
with the University of Illinois Occupational Health Services Institute. They conducted a series of in-depth interviews
with solid waste drivers, mechanics, and other workers at Waste Management, Inc. (WMI), the largest company in
the industry. With workers’ help, they designed and distributed an anonymous questionnaire aimed at beginning to
identify the hazards of sanitation work. The results of this questionnaire represent a first step in what will be a longer
process of defining the health and safety hazards faced by sanitation workers, their rate of injuries and illnesses, and
the reforms that could reduce or eliminate these hazards.
The dramatic results of the questionnaire clearly show that there is an urgent need for reform. Health and safety
problems in this industry are at crisis proportions. Particularly troubling is the archaic, misguided approach taken
by WMI’s safety program. A review of WMI safety educational materials and interviews with workers indicate that
the burden of avoiding workplace hazards is placed solely on WMI employees. This emphasis on controlling workers’
behavior rather than designing equipment and workplace practices that “engineer out” risks is an outdated and
ineffectual approach to workplace health and safety.
The Crisis Commission’s report, In Harm’s Way, takes the findings of the University of Illinois/Teamsters to their
logical conclusion: enormous damage is currently being inflicted on workers and communities by an industry whose
very mission is to protect the public health. This report documents the risks sanitation workers take to protect our
communities from filth and disease. In Harm’s Way is intended to spark a dialogue among policymakers and
stakeholders as to the best methods for reducing the hazards of sanitation jobs, in order to end the crisis regarding
the injuries that afflict this profession and to protect the public health and safety.
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Raul Figueroa, 45, of West Palm Beach, was working alone on the hydraulic
system of a garbage truck at a repair facility in a Waste Management complex…
near Deerfield Beach. While he was working, the truck’s arms lifted and pinned
him between the cab and waste container…Figueroa’s upper body was left atop
the cab, while his lower body was crushed between the cab and trash container.”
—Miami Herald, “Mechanic Cut in Half While Fixing Truck,” January 4, 2008

Sanitation Workers Put Their Lives On the Line for Public Safety
very day, the people who collect and dispose of our trash
face danger on a job that is essential to protecting the public health. Sometimes they die at work, like Raul Figueroa.

still dangerous and deadly. It is now one of the most dangerous jobs in America, more dangerous than firefighting or
police work.1

Figueroa, a Waste Management, Inc. mechanic, died alone
in a repair bay on January 3, 2008. He was crushed to
death by the hydraulic arm of the garbage truck he was fixing.
Figueroa’s death is one of many fatalities and injuries that sanitation workers incur each year on the job. Since the Memphis
sanitation strike of 1968—which was sparked by the deaths of
two workers crushed by faulty equipment—safety has been at
the heart of sanitation workers’ struggle for basic human
rights. Today, 40 years after Memphis, sanitation work is

While we honor every day the heroism of firefighters and
law enforcement professionals, no one makes movies about
the bravery of sanitation workers. But they are heroes all
the same. Without them, our streets would be clogged with
garbage, and public health would be threatened by the
vermin and disease that rotting garbage brings. Today’s
sanitation systems and the workers that make them run save
our cities from epidemics such as typhus and dysentery
that in the not-too-distant past killed tens of thousands.
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Without sanitation workers, communities would face the filth and health dangers
of uncollected garbage, as this photo of a July 2002 sanitation strike in Toronto, Canada shows.
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But while modern sanitation has made a dramatic difference
in improving public health, the giant waste companies who
control the industry are exposing the public to inexcusable
dangers. Long-term environmental and health damage caused
by contamination of our air, land and water from landfills is
one example. Moreover, the daily operations of trash hauling
companies pose risks to workers and the public, risks such as
traffic accidents that stem from driver fatigue and poorly
maintained equipment.
Workers are closest to virtually every risk that the industry
generates. They place their lives in harm’s way every day to
protect the public’s health and keep our streets clean. They
face hazards that include losing limbs in machinery, inhaling
asbestos, handling used medical needles and human feces, and
working 13-hour days.

Sanitation work is
still dangerous and
deadly. It is now one of
the most dangerous
jobs in America,
more dangerous
than firefighting or
police work.

The fight for a safer workplace has been made even tougher
by the fact that the industry’s workforce is disproportionately
made up of people of color and immigrants.2 Thus, alongside
their struggle to make their workplace safer, many sanitation
workers must fight a second battle against discrimination, one
that extends to the communities where they live. Immigrant
and African-American communities are often the preferred
sites for the lucrative but hazardous landfills and transfer stations owned by private waste corporations.
Sanitation workers are outraged about the risks that this
poorly regulated industry forces on the public. Because they
live and work in the communities they serve, they are doubly
affected when waste company abuses result in injuries, health
hazards or deaths. They are professionals who take pride in
their work, and they know that it does not have to be so dangerous for them or for their communities.
Many sanitation workers have been unable to speak out
before about the safety abuses they see in their industry, for
fear of management retaliation. But some have the protection
of a union and the voice that comes with that. In this report,
workers begin to reveal the frontline conditions they face
and the risks they run every day. They also speak out about
the serious public safety risks they constantly witness. In
Harm’s Way is based on scores of in-depth interviews and
on a survey of hundreds of sanitation workers working in
communities representative of all major regions across the
country. These workers vividly describe how the hugely
profitable private waste companies that control 80 percent of
the country’s trash hauling and disposal endanger us all.
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The largest of the companies dominating
this industry have especially bad safety
records. The questionnaire focused on
Waste Management, Inc. (WMI), because
it is by far the biggest company in the industry,
employing approximately 50,000 workers. It is
double the size of its nearest competitor, Allied
Waste, and dwarfs the rest of the top 10 waste
hauling companies. WMI sets the standards in
the industry, so any fight for safety and health
reforms must start there. But the kinds of safety
violations described here repeat themselves
throughout the industry, and they sound an
alarm for reform.
New York City Teamster sanitation workers circle City Hall in a July 1952
For most of us, sanitation workers are just the
protest aimed at winning a 40-hour work week.
guys we might see out of the corners of our eyes
every week on our street, hauling trash containendangering not just its own workers, but the very neighborers and grabbing recycling bins. We don’t often think about
hoods
their trash trucks rumble through. Sanitation workers
them as people who put their lives on the line for the commuhave firsthand knowledge of these conditions, and are lifting
nities they serve. You will think of them differently after readtheir voices to make all of us safer.
ing this report. It tells a story of a wealthy industry that is
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“Echol Cole and Robert Walker…became the anonymous
cause that diverted Martin Luther King to Memphis for his last
march...but....[they] would not be listed among civil rights martyrs,

—Taylor Branch
At Canaan’s Edge: America in the King Years 1965-1968

Getty Images

nor studied like Rosa Parks as the catalyst for a new movement.”

Sanitation Work: Dangerous Then, Dangerous Now
sanitation worker is 10 times more likely to
die on the job than the average worker.3 Garbage
collection and landfill workers are also about twice
as likely as the average worker to suffer a work-related illness
or injury, placing them within the top tier of most dangerous
occupations.4 Sanitation industry officials and safety advocates acknowledge that “waste collection and disposal ranks as
the fifth most dangerous job in the United States.”5 Previous
research, although not extensive, has confirmed this conclusion.6 It is easy to see why workers in this risky industry
have always made safety a focal point in their fight for a
more just workplace.

A

Workers’ Deaths Led to 1968 Memphis Strike
Many Americans know that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
was assassinated on April 4, 1968, in Memphis. But many
don’t know that King had traveled to Memphis to support
striking sanitation workers there, or that the strike was
sparked by the deaths of two sanitation workers, Echol Cole
and Robert Walker.
On the afternoon of February 1, 1968, Cole and
Walker huddled against torrential rains in the trash-packing
cylinder of a Memphis city garbage truck. Life for them, as
for every man on the city’s all-black sanitation workforce,
was dangerous and brutal. They made poverty wages,
and the city did not provide them with uniforms, gloves
or other protective wear. In summer, they worked in
blistering heat without shade or breaks for water. In
winter, they endured freezing cold. Maiming injuries
were common..7
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Cole and Walker were on a five-man crew that day. With
room for only two men in the truck’s cab, they perched inside
the cylinder, which historian Michael Honey describes as
“caked with putrefying garbage of all sorts—yard waste, dead
chickens, moldy food.” They had no other place to take cover,
because city rules barred sanitation workers from sheltering
from bad weather in residential neighborhoods, after some
residents complained about the “unsightliness” of “picnics”
by black workers.
Electrical wiring in the old vehicle shorted out. The truck’s
hydraulic compressor started running, crushing Cole and
Walker to death before their crew chief could disengage the
compressor. One of the men tried to escape, but his raincoat
caught in the mechanism and he was pulled back head-first
into the machinery.
The sanitation workers’ union organizer called the deaths
“a disgrace and a sin.” City policy left the men’s families destitute, with no death or survivors’ benefits. Walker’s pregnant
widow had to use one of his last paychecks to pay for his
burial. Outraged, 1,300 workers in the Memphis Department
of Public Works walked off the job on February 12.
On April 3, Dr. King addressed the strikers during another
rain storm. For weeks, they had endured police beatings,
being maced, and being arrested. Earlier in the strike, King
had told them, “You are reminding the nation that it is a
crime for people to live in this rich nation and receive starvation wages.” Now, on the eve of his death, King said, “We've
got to give ourselves to this struggle until the end. Nothing
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would be more tragic than to stop at this point, in Memphis.
We've got to see it through.”

“In the last 10 years,
it seems like there have
been more deaths.
I’m ashamed to work
for this company. The
deaths aren’t inevitable. It
is how they manage.”
—WMI driver

King’s assassination drew the world’s attention to the struggle
for justice in Memphis. On April 16, 1968, after a 65-day
strike and with many in tears over King’s death, the workers
ratified the first-ever union contract entered into by the city
with a union. It included 10-cent-an-hour wage increases,
and an end to racial discrimination in promotions and job
assignments.

The Death of Raul Figueroa
Forty years after King’s death, sanitation
workers still die on the job.
On January 3, 2008, 45-year-old Raul
Figueroa died at work, alone and gruesomely. Figueroa had worked for seven
years as a mechanic for Waste Management’s repair facility in North Broward, Florida. His family
says he was looking forward to going home to Cuba to visit a
new grandchild later this year.
No one knows exactly when Figueroa’s death from crushing
occurred; he was found by a fellow worker around 9 a.m.
Figueroa had been working alone in the repair bay on the
hydraulic system of a garbage truck when the truck’s hydraulic
lifting arm pinned him against the cab and cut his body in
half. The Miami Herald reported that Figueroa’s upper body
was left atop the cab, while his lower body was crushed
between the cab and the trash container.8
Conditions at the shop where Figueroa worked are arduous.
Mechanics there usually work six days a week, and 12- to
14-hour shifts are not uncommon. The shop’s practice is for
mechanics to work alone. Working in pairs is safer, since
testing and fixing the moving hydraulic systems on trucks
(as Figueroa was doing when he died) requires turning these
dangerous systems on.
Figueroa’s co-workers have taken his death hard. One recalls,
“We were all devastated to hear of it. I put on my regular
clothes and came down to the yard. I fell apart. Tears came
out and I couldn’t stop.”
Raul Figueroa’s death is under investigation by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration.
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The Trash Giants Play a Risky Game
with Workers’ Lives and the Public’s Safety
In 1968, the year of the historic Memphis sanitation workers’
strike, trash was collected in most places by municipal governments. But, due to the increasing privatization of government
services, the trash collection and disposal industry is now dominated by three large corporations known as the industry’s “Big
Three:” Waste Management, Inc. (WMI); Allied Waste; and
Republic Services. These corporations employ more than 60
percent of the workers in the private sector of the industry.9
WMI is the single largest private trash collection and disposal
company in the U.S. It owns the largest fleet of collection
trucks in the industry, putting more than 22,000 trucks on
the road every day. The company operates 370 transfer
stations (where collected garbage is processed) and 283
active landfill sites—far more than any of its competitors.
The Big Three, and WMI in particular, are in a position to set
safety standards for the industry.10 Instead, they rack up safety
violations that threaten workers and the public. This report
focuses on dangerous conditions at WMI, a logical starting

place given WMI’s dominance of the industry and its role in
setting industry standards.
With gross revenues of more than $13 billion in 2007,
WMI could easily afford safety reforms. Yet it has a safety
record that by some measures is the worst in the industry.
From workplace safety violations to truck safety violations,
this report will show that, unfortunately, WMI is an industry
leader in more ways than one.

9
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In 1996, Rumpke’s Cincinnati, Ohio landfill suffered a massive landslide, for
which the company was fined $1 million by the Environmental Protection Agency.
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“The supervisor says, ‘I need to get that truck on the road.’
This happens all the time. When mechanics refuse to make
unsafe repairs, they get pressured. Are we talking about safety?
Or are we just talking about getting trucks on the road?”
—Mechanic,
WMI repair facility, Florida

Dangers on the Road: Workers and the General Public at Risk
arbage trucks are involved in 41 percent more fatal
crashes than the average work-related truck.11 In 2004,
115 members of the general public and 45 sanitation
workers were killed in waste industry-related traffic accidents.12

dangerous trucks on the road14—and Waste Management’s
out-of-repair trucks are among those most often pulled off the
nation’s highways by the U.S. Department of Transportation
(DOT) as unfit to be driven.

Why are so many more people dying in accidents involving
garbage trucks? Among the potential factors are waste companies’ dangerous policies and operating practices, which result
in: faulty vehicle maintenance; driver fatigue from long hours,
forced overtime and relentless production schedules; and overloaded trucks.

Poorly maintained truck fleets can be a menace on the roads,
to both sanitation drivers and the drivers around them. A
clear snapshot of the Big Three waste haulers’ truck fleets’
roadworthiness is provided by the DOT’s “out-of-service” ratings. (An out-of service violation means that a truck is so unsafe that it is pulled off the road.) When state police inspect
commercial vehicles and find significant safety violations—
badly out-of-adjustment brakes, for instance—the trucks can
be placed out-of-service.

G

Waste Management’s Truck Fleet:
Nearly One-Third Aren’t Roadworthy
“The trucks are the stars of our [marketing and ad] campaign,
and that has created huge pride in our drivers,”says David
Aardsma, Waste Management Senior Vice President for Sales
and Marketing.13 But mechanics and drivers have a different
view of WMI’s truck fleet. “These are old trucks, very old,”
says a WMI mechanic, adding, “It feels like we are bringing
back the dead repairing these trucks, lots of times.”

Waste Management trucks, for example, have out-of-service
violations 28.6% of the time, the highest rate among the Big
Three companies.15 There are other ways to measure truck
safety, but the troubling truth is that by several measures, the
sanitation industry falls short.16

Forcing Drivers into Unsafe Trucks
Repeatedly, driver and mechanics expressed concerns in interviews about the quality of the maintenance of WMI’s truck
fleet. As a Florida WMI driver put it, “Some of these trucks
shouldn’t be on the road at all. They have bad brakes or bad
pistons. But [management] is constantly pressuring us to
work, no matter what the condition of the trucks.”

— WMI driver, Florida

Commercials for Waste Management show gleaming green
trucks trundling like ice cream vans through pristine neighborhoods. But the truth is, garbage trucks are the second most

Waste Management and the other trash giants rack up scores
of serious accidents a year, some fatal. But these safety statistics may be only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to how

“Some of these trucks shouldn’t be on the road at all.
They have bad brakes or bad pistons. But [management]
is constantly pressuring us to work, no matter what the
condition of the trucks.”
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patched-up and dilapidated some sanitation trucks on our
highways are, and how risky for the drivers inside them.
More than 59 percent of the Waste Management workers
who responded to the survey rated their company’s overall
truck maintenance as “fair,” “poor” or a “failure.” Only 7.6
percent rated the company’s truck maintenance as “excellent.”
In the survey and in numerous interviews across the country,
Waste Management mechanics and drivers say that they

are being pressured by management to rush or ignore
needed repairs and to speed up crucial pre-trip and post-trip
truck inspections.
Mechanics also report pressure to “pass” trucks with
inadequate repairs. One mechanic revealed, “If you say a
repair isn’t safe…they threaten you. They pressure you.”
A New Jersey WMI driver reports, “WMI is speeding
us up for the pre-trip and post-trip inspections. [Now]
drivers are only supposed to take 15 minutes for pre-trip
[inspections]. From the time you punch in to the time you
are out of the yard, you are supposed to check over the
truck, everything [in 15 minutes].” The driver noted that
pre- and post-trip inspections, done properly, can take
25-30 minutes.
Faulty brakes are another fear cited by drivers and mechanics
alike, and are a problem throughout the industry. According
to a DOT report to Congress, the vehicle-related factor most
commonly associated with large-truck accidents is brake
failure or out-of-adjustment brakes.17 In the questionnaire,
more than 27 percent of Waste Management Inc.’s workers
responding reported brake problems. More than 65 percent
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of the violations found on WMI trucks in Pennsylvania were
due to maintenance problems, and more than 42 percent of
the violations were brake-related.18
Faulty brakes cost lives. In 1998, a crash on the Capital
Beltway by a long-distance landfill-trash-hauling truck owned
by a Richmond company killed motorists George and Patricia
Fritz, who were returning home to Florida after visiting their
grandchildren in New Jersey. Seven others were injured in the
crash. A Maryland State Police investigation found that five
of the truck’s 10 brakes were faulty.19
Accidents like the one that killed the Fritzes are hardly a
thing of the past. On September 25, 2007, in suburban
Philadelphia, road and rail traffic were halted for several
hours by a “spectacular trash-truck fire on an I-95 overpass

that sent flaming garbage raining down on SEPTA [Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority] and Amtrak
rail lines.” The trash was being carried by a WMI trailer,
towed by a subcontractor, PMS Waste Haulers.20
A constant dread for waste drivers is getting in an accident
in which other drivers are hurt. “Accidents caused by other
[non-sanitation] drivers are common,” says a front-end loader
driver with 27 years of experience. “One of our guys, three or
four years ago, was coming back from the landfill. A woman
in a van ran a red light—the other driver was killed. [The
landfill truck] driver wasn’t injured. But the other vehicle
caught fire. The impact had caused an explosion. [Our driver]
pulled a little girl out of that car. But she was injured.
He couldn’t get the woman out. She died. He still dreams
about it.”
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“A lot of guys here are working up to
13 or 14 hours per day. People finish their routes,
come back, and the manager says, ‘Go back out.’
And if you don’t, you’re fired.”
—WMI front-end loader driver, New Jersey

For Workers, Long Days, High Pressure: “You’re Tired, Burned Out”
or sanitation workers, long hours are part of daily life.
The hundreds of WMI workers who responded to the
questionnaire averaged 10 hours of work a day. Nearly
40 percent reported working 11 or more hours per day. Hours
like these mean driver fatigue, and driver fatigue means accidents. A 2005 DOT report revealed that 45 percent of serious
crashes occur when truck drivers are traveling too fast for conditions, driving while fatigued, or directly reporting that they
feel they’re under work-related pressure.21

F

A Louisiana WMI driver reports that workers at his facility
regularly put in inordinately long days. “You work 10 or 12
hours a day. You are supposed to get eight hours of sleep, but
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people finish work at 11 at night and management will say,
‘Get back here at 5 am.’ Well, that’s not eight hours of sleep.
It is against the law and it isn’t right. It isn’t safe.”
A New Jersey driver with 20 years of experience emphasizes
that long working days lead to fatigued drivers, who can be
prone to accidents. “Tired drivers are one of the biggest problems,” he points out. “You work for 12 or more hours for a
few days in a row. If you don’t get enough sleep for even a
couple of days, you don’t have the same attention. And a
garbage truck is big—it isn’t like driving a car. Lots of accidents happen because of this. The driver just blinked. He lost
attention for a split second, and something happened.”
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Mechanics are also concerned about long hours and the
pressure to produce. One WMI mechanic noted, “We work
six days a week. You’re tired, burned out. It has to affect our
work.” Fully 70 percent of respondents in the questionnaire
said that they were under pressure to increase productivity
during the past year. And 58 percent said that the fast pace of
work contributed to unsafe conditions.

Production Trumps Safety, Workers Say
“The company will preach safety, but then everything is press,
press, work more, work harder. For them, it is all about numbers.
Production trumps safety.”
—WMI commercial front-end loader driver, Pennsylvania

“The company will
preach safety, but
then everything is
press, press, work
more, work harder.
For them, it is all about
numbers. Production
trumps safety.”
—WMI commercial front-end
loader driver, Pennsylvania
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Sanitation workers report never-ending pressure from bosses
at WMI and other companies who force workers to constantly
speed up production—from continually shortening the
estimated time of arrival (or time when a driver’s route is
expected to be finished) to short staffing. In our interviews,
workers said they are given the clear message that production
trumps safety.
Shortened ETAs mean that workers are always aiming for
a target that continually moves farther away. Says one
WMI front-end loader driver: “Managers will write an ETA
on a route sheet. And they keep taking time off of it—an
hour earlier, an hour earlier. But they don't know how long it
takes to do the routes. This is a manager writing times down,
not the guy doing the work. They are forcing up production
this way.”
A recycling driver in Washington state with nine years of experience at WMI notes that WMI and other companies keep
“open routes” (routes without drivers). “We get finished with
our own routes and come back to the barn. [Management
will] say, ‘OK, go back out and take care of part of this open
route.’ They should fully staff up.”
In one WMI shop, a mechanic reports, “There aren’t enough
mechanics. There aren’t enough trucks either. They time us
on every repair.” This mechanic points out that aging truck
fleets put mechanics under additional pressure. “An air leak
on the hydraulics on an old truck—you can’t put a time on it.
It is not like repairing a new truck. They speed us up. By
speeding up, you can pass something over unintentionally.”
His observation is echoed by other mechanics in facilities
around the country.

Many WMI drivers report that while Waste Management
may pay lip service to safety, production deadlines are unrealistic and inflexible. They emphasize that it is impossible to
complete their assigned work and carefully follow safety rules.
As a recycling truck driver concludes: “The company puts
safety rules in place to protect themselves, not us. There isn’t
a person out there who follows all the rules and can get his
route done. It would take 20 hours a day if I did it strictly
according to those rules.”
Company pressure for ever-greater productivity keeps
already exhausted drivers from taking breaks and lunches.
“They say you are supposed to take 30 minutes for lunch,”
says a transfer truck driver working between one of WMI’s
transfer stations at the company’s massive Tullytown/
GROWS landfill complex in Pennsylvania. “But they time
our trips. If you take lunch, they say, ‘What were you doing?
Why were you so slow getting back to the transfer station?’
They don’t want to hear that you took lunch. They just
want the loads taken to the landfill.”

A California WMI driver observes, “Now 12-hour shifts are
expected, with no accidents, by the company. You can’t work
days like that and never have accidents.”
While workers are in principle allowed breaks during the
day—typically one or two 10-15 minute breaks—58 percent
reported that they could not finish their routes on time if they
took their breaks.
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WMI’s widely documented safety problems tarnish its
carefully polished branding. Its OSHA violations are evidence
that WMI regularly endangers its workers.

Behind Waste Management’s Words, a Woeful Safety Record
Waste Management worker was killed in Florida
in 2005 when he fell under and was crushed by a trash
collection vehicle. The Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (OSHA) found that WMI was using
temporary workers as helpers on trash trucks and was not
reviewing their use of personal protective equipment. At the
time of his accident, the worker was wearing sneakers with
long laces instead of safety shoes. WMI was fined only $1,000
for this violation.22 This amounted to just a slap on the wrist
for a company that in 2006 took in $268,000 for each
worker employed.

A
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On its web site, Waste Management speaks of safety as “a core
value, a cornerstone of operational excellence.” The company
states, “We recognize the responsibility to hold ourselves to
the highest standards for the protection of our customers, our

employees and the communities we serve. Our goal is to
attain world-class safety and, more importantly, to be the
safest company in our industry.”23
These are fine words from a company that has spent
$25 million to $30 million a year for the last three years
on advertising and public relations.24 But WMI’s widely
documented safety problems tarnish its carefully polished
branding. Its OSHA violations are evidence that WMI
regularly endangers its workers. In the past five years,
OSHA has cited WMI for 232 25 current violations
(violations that were not dismissed upon appeal by the
company). Included in these are multiple instances of
failing to properly fit employees for protective respiratory
equipment, as well as exposing employees to electrical
hazards and fall hazards.26

A Spano & Sons trash truck lies on its side after crashing through a guard rail in an accident that left three people dead.
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WMI is cited by OSHA far more often than other waste management companies. And its record is worsening: its OSHA
violations have increased by 28 percent between 2003 and
2007. Both the other major trash firms saw decreases in their
number of OSHA violations in the same time period.27
Nearly a third of Waste Management’s OSHA violations over
the past five years were categorized as serious. OSHA defines
serious violations as violations “where there is a substantial
probability that death or serious physical harm could result.”28

WMI’s “Blame the Worker” Safety Program
“One guy at a nonunion WMI site was loading a [discarded]
washing machine onto his truck. He had gloves on. But he cut his
hand on a sharp edge. The company terminated him for this.”
—Commercial front-end loader driver
for WMI, Pennsylvania

WMI workers report
that they are
regularly disciplined
for accidents that
the police say are
not their fault.

WMI’s safety program, “Mission to Zero (M2Z)” emphasizes
“maintaining a zero tolerance for unsafe actions and decisions.”29 Yet Waste Management employees point out that
the assumption behind M2Z—that all accidents or injuries
stem from workers’ behavior—distracts attention from
systemic sources of workplace injury, such as poor
engineering or dangerous, company-required work practices.
Workers give numerous examples of these practices at
Waste Management workplaces.
Drivers point out that WMI’s drive for ever-greater productivity undercuts it stated safety goals. In reality, these workers say,
the company’s safety program is being used as a disciplinary
weapon to blame workers for accidents caused by management systems. As a driver with 16 years experience with
WMI and its predecessors explains, “It doesn’t matter what
happens—an accident, an injury, damage to the truck. The
managers write it up. But we work in tight spaces. A roll-off
box dings a fence—that’s a violation. A guy twists his ankle—
even if he slips on ice—that’s a violation. They show a little
film. ‘So you are trained on that,’ they say. And then they
blame you for getting hurt.”
WMI workers report that they are regularly disciplined for
accidents that the police say are not their fault. In a recent
union arbitration, one WMI repair facility had repeatedly
adjusted the brakes on a roll-off truck. The driver parked the
truck on a hill, the outworn brakes failed, and the truck rolled
down the hill. The company fired the driver, who was later
reinstated by the arbitrator. A driver without the protection of
a union contract would have been out of luck.
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A New Jersey WMI front-end loader driver says, “We have
had 10 or 12 injuries just in the last few weeks here [at the
facility where he works]. One driver slipped on black ice
doing a residential collection. He couldn't see the ice. He
was written up for accident/injury. It was his second time for
an injury. He could be terminated.”

Waste Management’s Archaic Safety Practices
Waste Management’s “Life Critical Rules” safety program disregards the science of safety management. WMI’s program is
framed around the antiquated notion that reducing accidents
relies solely on worker behavior. But humans make mistakes,
especially in the face of long hours and stressful conditions. For
decades, workplace safety engineering principles have agreed
that jobs and equipment need to be designed so that when
mistakes occur they don’t result in unnecessary injury or death.
The human factors contributing to accidents (inattention,
drowsiness, poor response to unexpected conditions) are not
preventable at a rate of 100 percent of the time—in other
words, not at the “zero tolerance” level for which WMI
claims to strive. Thus, the first goal of safety management is
to evaluate the workplace for hazards and to develop measures
to control and eliminate exposure of workers to hazards—
even though hazards that may involve human error. In its
reference manual for occupational hygiene practice, the
American Industrial Hygiene Association gives engineering
controls highest priority in its heirarchy of controls for
providing a healthful work environment.30
Despite this body of expert opinion, WMI’s focus is to blame
the worker for human error, and avoid the needed workplace
reforms that can genuinely improve safety. This approach

stands in stark contrast to the philosophy upon which
OSHA was founded 37 years ago, which mandated that every
employer “shall furnish to each of his employees employment
and a place of employment which are free from recognized
hazards...”31 OSHA further proclaims that its “preference for
engineering controls and work practices is consistent with
good industrial hygiene practice, with OSHA’s experience in
assuring that workers have a healthy workplace, and with the
agency’s traditional adherence to a hierarchy of controls.”32
WMI’s long lists of rules seem purposefully designed so that
that anyone could be found to be breaking some rule at just
about any time, and therefore be fired for it. The corollary to
this punishment-based safety program, which exists at many
WMI locations throughout the country, is incentives for accident-free months. In return for an accident-free 30-day period, workers at some WMI units are given a free steak dinner
or company jacket; similarly, at one California WMI site,
workers report that they are sometimes given two or three
hours off on a Friday as a safety incentive. But such incentive
programs have a chilling effect on workers’ reporting accidents
or injuries—and actually diminish a workplace’s capacity to
resolve genuine safety problems.33
Conversely, state-of-the-art safety measures focus upon
engineering controls, not on human behavior. Workers
themselves should play a central role in the reengineering
or redesign of the workplace to improve safety. Workers’
common sense, based on years of practical experience,
should be the most important guide to reform. As has been
demonstrated by firms across the United States, it is possible
for management, unions and their members to work cooperatively to improve safety.34

21

“Hazardous exposure for drivers is a constant problem.
That white sauce—bleach, paint, whatever, that is dripping
out around the blade every time you use the compactor—there
is no MSDS (material safety data sheet) for that.”
—WMI worker, New Jersey

Putting Their Bodies on the Line for Public Safety
anitation workers protect the public from the disease
and danger that would result if our streets were piled
high with garbage. In protecting the rest of us, these
workers put their bodies on the line every day. They face
traffic-related risks—as noted earlier, almost one-third of
fatalities in accidents involving garbage trucks are worker
deaths.35 They are also constantly injured and exposed to
hazardous materials on the job.

S

“That White Sauce”: Sanitation Workers’
Daily Exposure to Hazardous Waste
Exposure to hazardous substances is a daily occurrence for
sanitation workers. In the questionnaire, they reported being
in contact with the following substances over the past three
months: rotting meat (74.4 percent); parasites/maggots
(70.7 percent); used syringes (54.1 percent) or other medical
waste (46.5 percent); and blood products (37.7 percent).
Thirty-three percent came into contact with asbestos.
A New Jersey WMI worker with several years at the company
and its predecessors says, “Hazardous exposure for drivers is a
constant problem. That white sauce—bleach, paint, whatever,
that is dripping out around the blade every time you use the
compactor—there is no MSDS (material safety data sheet) for
that. As bad as it is for drivers, it is worse at the transfer station. Those guys are in contact with stuff all day, every day.”
One waste company driver, who hauled trash from transfer
stations to landfills, told of unloading a truck on top of a
landfill. While unloading, he fell into the body of a half-decayed horse. It was full of maggots, which got all over his
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clothing. The landfill supervisor suggested he purchase
rubbing alcohol at a drug store to treat himself.
Although the questionnaire did not ask specifically about radioactive materials in trash loads, workers at sites in New Jersey
and Pennsylvania reported that they regularly encounter radioactive materials, including radioactive waste from the health
care industry (which is prohibited by law from being dumped
into landfills). As a Waste Management worker from one of
these sites put it, “We get radioactive stuff, from hospitals,
from nursing homes, all the time. It sets off that meter at the
landfill all the time. And it’s worse for the landfill operators.
We might be exposed to it once a week. But they get it three or
four times per day. The managers say, ‘Oh, it’s just iodine.’”
One transfer truck driver at the Tullytown/GROWS facility
reports, “When they wand a truck and find that it has medical
waste, they put you in the ‘penalty box’ [where] we have to
wait sometimes for two hours, sometimes for six or eight
hours. Then their guy comes out and tests the load. But then
we go up to the landfill and dump it anyway.”

Choking on Dust, Inhaling Asbestos
In response to the survey question, “How many times a day
do you feel choked by dust?” more than 30 percent of the
questionnaire respondents reported five or more times per day.
Breathing dust—at construction or demolition sites, transfer
stations, or landfills—is common for sanitation workers.
Significant numbers of workers in the survey reported health
symptoms from exposure to dust and other hazardous sub-
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stances. Roughly 30 percent suffered from skin rashes (27.6
percent) or nose irritation (33.5 percent) in the past year.
Nearly 40 percent suffered from eye irritation (39.7 percent)
or respiratory trouble (coughing 39.2 percent). Some reported
more serious respiratory trouble, such as difficulty breathing
(16.3 percent) or wheezing (13.2 percent).
Asbestos exposure is linked to an increased risk of: lung cancer; mesothelioma, a cancer of the lining of the chest and the
abdominal cavity; and asbestosis, in which the lungs become
scarred with fibrous tissue. The health risk increases with the
intensity and duration of a person’s exposure to asbestos, but
there is no known “safe amount” of exposure to asbestos. Even
brief exposures to asbestos can pose a health risk, according to
the National Institutes of Health (NIH).36
Sanitation workers interviewed say they are frequently
exposed to asbestos on the job, and they worry about what
it could do to their health down the road.
A WMI mechanic says, “There isn’t supposed to be any
asbestos in our loads. But it happens all the time. And when
you work in a transfer station for 20 years—we have guys
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who’ve been there that long—you know that they have
been exposed.”
An Atlanta WMI roll-off driver confirms that asbestos is
regularly found in loads. It is common, he says, for construction workers at a job site to use masks as they strip asbestos
out of walls and ceilings. But roll-off drivers work near the
same asbestos without masks or other special protective
gear. And at the landfill, “You jack that box up. It goes in
your eyes and all over.”
A retired worker who did garbage collection for 23 years
tells a story that illustrates the long-term dangers of sanitation
workers’ asbestos exposure.
“I’ve been out of the industry for several years,” he says. “But
I went to my doctor with a pulmonary [lung] problem. He
said it was ‘pulmonary calcification,’ probably from exposure
to asbestos a long time ago. I remember seeing what I thought
was asbestos in a load. I refused to handle it. My supervisor
ordered me to. We got them to send it off for a test. But they
stalled and never reported the results. Finally, we insisted.
They said, ‘yes, it was asbestos, but it was just a tiny amount.’”

He continues, “Well, the problem is that exposure to even a
tiny amount is enough to harm your health. So now I have
this calcification in my lung. We have guys dumping at the
landfill. And 20 feet away, people [asbestos removal workers]
are handling asbestos, digging into the landfill with a hoe and
everything. They are wearing complete protective gear, masks,
everything. But to our guys, [managers] say, ‘dump the load,
keep working.’ And we have no protective gear whatsoever.”

Lifting Injuries and Lasting Pain
Most workers in the sanitation industry must lift heavy objects
(more than 50 pounds) on a regular basis. More than one-third
report they must lift heavy objects more than 10 times per
hour. A startlingly high proportion, more than 20 percent, lift
objects over 50 pounds more than 40 times per hour.
Given the musculoskeletal strains associated with such repeated, persistent and heavy lifting, it is not surprising that 45
percent of workers reported missing work in the previous year
due to physical pain. The most common cause was lower back
pain, suffered by 40 percent of those who missed work due to
pain. Approximately 21 percent of sanitation workers reported missed work during the previous year due to shoulder
or arm pain.
Nearly half of workers in our survey reported working while
injured during the past year—more than a fifth reported
working injured on a regular basis. Due to fierce management
pressure and intimidation, as well as too few sick days, sanitation workers often continue working even though injured and
in pain, which risks worsening their injuries. Working while
injured is especially tough on older workers. A front end
loader truck driver for WMI in New Jersey says, “Working

hurt is something everybody faces, but it gets worse when you
get older. I pulled my shoulder last week. I’ve been working
with it hurt ever since. It takes longer to heal when you get
older.”
Broken bones are a common injury in this industry—about 10
percent of workers report on-the-job bone breaks during their
career. One in six has undergone surgery as a result of injuries
sustained while working. About 10 percent visited the emergency room with job-related injuries during the past year alone.
Back pain and broken bones aren’t the only toll that heavy
lifting and grueling physical work take on the body. Take the
case of a WMI recycling truck driver: “I ripped muscles in
my lower intestine. I had to go to the hospital. It was an emergency. It was the first time I was ever no call, no show. I experienced a lot of pain and bleeding. At first the doctor thought
it was prostate cancer. But then another driver, who took my
route, got the same thing. We had one stop on the route
where we were pulling 96-gallon drums full of beer bottles—
all glass. And we had to roll them up a steep gravel incline. So
the hospital concluded that it was a muscle tear. I had to take
medications just to be able to go to the bathroom. The doctor
said I was going to have to be off work for three months.”

Sanitation Workers Suffer Hearing Loss
Sanitation workers often work around high-decibel hydraulic
equipment in confined spaces. Especially in urban areas, they
reported a concern that their jobs were causing hearing loss.
In one densely populated urban area, “yes” answers outpaced
“no” answers five to one for the question “do you think your
job is causing you to lose your hearing?” Among all respondents, 47 percent believed their job was causing hearing loss.

25

Collecting and disposing of trash doesn’t have to be dangerous.
Making the reforms that will clean up the safety abuses now rampant
in the industry will result in safer communities, safer roads, and safer
work lives for sanitation workers.

Recommendations for a Safer Solid Waste Industry

o reduce fatality and injury rates caused by the
trash industry and to provide greater safety to
workers and the public, trash companies must
dramatically change the way they operate. To achieve a
significantly safer industry, we invite waste companies,
workers and their unions, public health officials, occupational
safety and health experts, policymakers, regulators, legislators,
shareholders, communities and other stakeholders to join
in a national debate about raising standards in this industry.
As a starting point, we suggest the following six points:

T

26

1) Hold trash companies responsible for designing and
implementing engineering solutions to worker safety
and health risks. Waste companies stand to profit from
the risks and sacrifices endured by this nation’s sanitation
workers. These corporations have a responsibility to assure
the maximum level of safety and health solutions for their
workers. Occupational health and safety experts agree
that, to achieve real improvements, engineering solutions
are more effective than an over-reliance on “training solutions” that often shift onto workers what is rightfully a
corporate responsibility.

2) Ensure better government oversight and enforcement of
vehicle maintenance. States and municipalities need to
pass laws and regulations, and better enforce existing laws,
providing substantial fines and loss of public contracts for
companies with a history of habitual violations found in
vehicle inspections.
3) Outlaw “piece rate” and other payment schemes. States
and municipalities should set both contract requirement
and industry standards that outlaw shady payment
schemes (such as day rates and piece rates) that force
workers to work longer hours and skip breaks. This is
a danger to workers and the public alike.
4) Make eliminating worker fatigue a priority. Too many
hours can lead to accidents. In this highly profitable
industry, trash companies must pay their workers an
adequate rate so that working dangerously excessive
hours will no longer be an incentive to earn a decent
living. Guaranteeing workers paid meal/rest breaks and
time off such as vacation, weekends and sick leave can
ease the physical demands of sanitation work and allow
recuperation time from the daily grind of lifting, hauling
and exposure to hazards.
5) Respect workers’ rights to union protection. Information
and history on companies that do not respect workers’
rights (including information on companies’ use of out-of
-state strikebreaking teams such as Waste Management’s
infamous “Green Team,” and efforts to undermine work-

ers’ attempts to form a union) should be factored in
when state and local governments are issuing RFP’s,
entering into contracts with waste companies, or passing
new laws.
6) Create a DOT database on trash company health and
safety practices. The death and injury rate for workers
and the public is a serious national problem. The
DOT must create a publicly accessible database that provides the following information on private waste companies and their subsidiaries: number and nature of each
“out-of-service” complaint; each vehicle accident resulting
in injury to employees or the public; all OSHA and health
inspection violations; number of hours per week worked
by each employee identified by North American Industry
Classification System (NAICS) code; number of salaried
and hourly employees by NAICS code; number of
temporary employees by NAICS code hired per week;
and total number of employees hired per year.
We hope that the debate will lead to a reform plan that,
once implemented, would constitute a significant first
step toward a safer sanitation industry. A safer industry, in
turn, would lessen the dangers that the waste hauling giants
and their risky way of doing business currently impose on
both sanitation workers and the American public. Collecting
and disposing of trash doesn’t have to be dangerous. Making
the reforms that will clean up the safety abuses now rampant
in the industry will result in safer communities, safer roads,
and safer worklives for sanitation workers.
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A Note on Methodology

Sanitation Workers Occupational

The portion of this inquiry that reports on the
health and safety issues faced by workers in the
sanitation industry in the United States was
conducted using a field research methodology—
in-depth, open-ended interviews (ranging from 30
minutes to more than three hours)—followed up
with a long questionnaire for interviewees and a
wider group of non-interviewees. Thirty-two
workers were interviewed and 401 additional
workers responded to the questionnaire. These
workers are employed at Waste Management, Inc.
and were from a wide range of geographic settings,
including California, Washington, Louisiana,
Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania, New Jersey,
Wisconsin, New York, Florida, Tennessee and
Illinois. Geographic diversity allowed data collection from workers in urban, suburban and rural
settings. The report focuses on a single firm, Waste
Management, Inc., because it is by far the largest
firm in the industry. It is the largest employer of
sanitation workers in the U.S. and, as revealed in
our inquiry, it has what is arguably the worst
worker and public safety record in the industry.

Question 1:
In the past three months, have you been
exposed or in contact with the following?

The questionnaire results and frontline experiences
reported here are just the tip of the iceberg when
it comes to the dangers of sanitation work. Like
the Memphis sanitation workers 40 years ago,
today’s workers in the industry are too often
without the protection of a union: 70 percent
of workers at waste companies are not in unions.

Paint cans
Rotting meat
Floor tiles
Parasites/maggots
Batteries
Feces
Used syringes
Pesticides
Medical waste
Blood products
Asbestos
Total

%
74.4
72.5
70.5
69.2
61.1
59.3
51.8
48.4
43.5
35.8
31.1
100.0

Question 2:
How many times a day do you feel choked by dust?
None
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
More than five
Total

%
18.9
11.8
22.4
10.2
5.9
10.2
20.5
100.0

Question 3:
In the past year have you experienced any of
the following symptoms?
Fainting
Dizziness
Skin rash
Eye irritation
Nose irritation
Coughing
Difficulty breathing
Wheezing
Total
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%
0.8
15.3
26.4
38.3
32.4
37.6
15.5
12.7
100.0

Hazards Survey Results

Question 4:
What is the average number of hours
you work in a day?
Hours
7
7.5
8
8.5
9
9.5
10
10.5
11
11.5
11.75
12
12.5
13
14
15
Total

%
1.7
0.0
17.6
0.6
12.5
2.3
22.5
3.7
20.5
4.3
0.6
11.7
0.6
2.0
0.0
0.3
100.0

Yes
No
Total

Excellent
Good
Fair
Poor
Failure
Total

%
42.4
27.4
16.3
13.9
100.0

Question 6:
In the past year has your employer demanded
a higher level of productivity (increased work
load, more accounts, etc.)?
Yes
No
Total

%
55.5
44.5
100.0

Question 8:
Rate how well your company's trucks are
maintained:

Question 5:
Are you able to take all your breaks and
still complete your work?
Yes, almost all the time
Sometimes
Rarely
Never
Total

Question 7:
Does the fast pace of work contribute to your
lack of safety on the streets?

%
68.5
31.5
100.0

%
8.3
34.0
41.8
14.2
1.6
100.0

Question 9:
Do the brakes on your truck work:
(Please check only one)
Always
Usually
Sometimes
Total

%
72.5
24.1
3.4
100.0

Question 10:
If your brakes are not working, does your
employer take steps to fix them quickly?
Yes
No
Sometimes
Total

%
77.2
3.0
19.9
100.0
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Question 11:
Is the overall condition of the tires on your truck:
Excellent
Good
Fair
Poor
Total

%
14.9
59.4
19.4
6.3
100.0

Question 12:
How many times per hour do you lift objects
heavier than 50 pounds?
Never
1 to 10
11 to 20
21 to 30
31 to 40
More than 40
Total

%
24.2
36.1
8.9
7.2
4.7
18.9
100.0

Question 13:
How many times have you been off work
in the past year due to:
Lower back pain
Shoulder/arm pain
Leg pain
Neck pain
Workers out with
some other injury*
Total off work
Total respondents

%
17.9
9.6
6.2
5.4
5.7
44.8

*Some workers indicated more than one type of
pain
responsible for missed work.
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Question 14:
How many times in the past year have you had to
work while injured?
Zero
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
More than 5
Total

%
55.5
6.4
9.2
7.2
2.9
3.8
15.0
100.0

Question 15:
Do you think your job is causing you to
lose your hearing?
Yes
No
Not sure
Total

%
45.2
24.6
30.2
100.0

Question 16:
In the past year, have you had to go to the
emergency room due to job-related injuries?
Yes
No
Total

%
9.1
90.9
100.0

Question 17:
Have you ever suffered a broken bone while
performing your job?
Yes
No
Total

%
11.0
89.0
100.0

Survey Results Continued

Question 18:
Have you ever had to have an operation for
a work-related injury?
Yes
No
Total

%
17.0
83.0
100.0

Question 19:
In cold weather have you ever suffered from
any of the following symptoms of frostbite?
(Please check all that apply)
Skin redness or pain
Whitening or grey-yellow skin
Skin feels firm or waxy
Numbness, burning or stinging
of skin
Blistering of skin
Swelling of skin area
Total

%
30.3
4.9
4.7
28.2
4.9
4.7
100.0

Question 20:
In hot weather have you ever suffered from any
of the following symptoms of heat stroke?
(Please check all that apply)
Headache
Dizziness
Disorientation
Sluggishness or fatigue
Loss of consciousness
Seizure
Hallucinations
Total

%
42.5
33.4
13.2
48.2
2.1
1.3
2.6
100.0

Question 21:
What would you change to improve safety?
(Please check all that apply)
Maintain equipment better
Reduce pace of work
Add more equipment
Hire more staff
Allow employees to turn
down overtime
Reduce exposure to fumes
Other
Total

%
45.9
39.9
38.9
42.7
27.7
28.2
6.7
100.0
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