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BACKGROUND:

The Massachusetts Coalition for Occupational Safety and Health (MassCOSH) conducted a
health and safety assessment of work performed by employees of Casella Recycling Company
in response to reports by numerous workers about widespread injuries and health problems
caused by unsafe and unhealthful work conditions.  

To produce this assessment, MassCOSH worked with ten Casella employees to survey their work
conditions.  MassCOSH conducted a review of job tasks performed along with pertinent
standards of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), statistical reports and
media articles.  MassCOSH also surveyed workers on any health problems or injuries workers
believe may have been associated with work.

FINDINGS:

Casella employees surveyed reported that they and their co-workers experienced numerous
injuries and health problems that they believed were associated with their work.  Injuries
included scratches to eye, cuts by sharp objects such as metal and glass; respiratory problems
that may be associated with exposure to dust; eye, throat and skin irritations, and needlestick
injury – cut along with biohazard risk.

Workers who guided MassCOSH through the work process identified numerous preventable
hazards, many of which could cause health problems and injuries and some of which could be
life-threatening.  The following is a summary of some of the exposures identified by workers:
! Exposure to dust particles from broken glass of crushing machines while working as well as

sharp items from the trash, which have caused eye, throat and skin irritations. 
! Exposure to blood-borne infectious materials such as needles/syringes.  
! Odors from toxic chemicals, such as: residues of paint, varnishes products, toner spills.
! Noise hazard from machinery.
! Exposure to biohazards from dead animals and rodent infestations in the trash.
! Sharp objects which puts workers at risk of cuts and tetanus, items such as wood shards, nails

and other metals
! Operating forklifts and compressors without proper training
! Lack of first aid station to treat workers, when they get pinched or cuts by sharp objects.

Workers also report several other concerns that impact safety and health.  Both men and women
report that women at the facility have experienced sexual harassment.  They report that some
women have been offered extra hours or other benefits in exchange for some sort of
personal/physical relationship.  One worker reported that the supervisor told the worker not to
talk to “my woman” – and then reported being fired the next day.
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They also report incidents that appear to be discriminatory, which is not only illegal but can
impact the well being of workers.  One example was a female worker reportedly calling in and
being told that there was “no work for women” that day.  

Workers also report that several co-workers were fired with no written notice in close succession.
When these workers were interviewed, they indicated that they had worked at the company for
many months and had received only positive feedback.  They report their termination as being
sudden and believed to be without due process.  If these reports are true, it raises concerns
related to treatment of workers. 

While workers report that Casella conducts monthly safety meetings, those interviewed note
several concerns related to both training and ongoing identification and intervention to address
hazards.   They report that workers are provided with little training in how to use equipment
properly – in particular forklifts and other highly dangerous motor equipment.  They also report
that they have not been provided with hazard communication training nor training in biohazards
and bloodborne pathogen hazards.  According to workers, the safety meetings do not provide a
safe forum for identifying hazards and developing solutions.  They also report that they are told
to go home when they are injured, rather than filing a report and pursuing medical treatment,
when needed, through workers compensation.

HAZARDS / SAFETY TRENDS IN THE RECYCLING INDUSTRY 

Evidence of the workplace hazards experienced by recycling workers is substantial.   Since
January, 2009, there have been nine notable accidents in the recycling industry in the United
States, resulting in 102 serious injuries and nine deaths: 
! In February, a worker was killed when he became caught in a woodchipper at a Edison, NJ

wood recycling company.
! In March, a worker in Chicago, Ill. was killed after falling into machinery at a recycling

plant. 
! In May, a worker in Elkhart, IN was struck and killed by a front loader at a recycling plant.
! In July, three workers died in New York City recycling plant after being overcome by

hydrogen sulfide fumes.  
! In July, a worker at a Los Angeles, CA recycling facility was killed after becoming entangled

in a cardboard shredder. 
! In August, more than 100 workers in New Bedford, MA – employees at the plant as well as

firefighters, police officers, and emergency medical technicians - were hospitalized as a
result of exposure to toxic fumes at a recycling facility.  

! In August, two workers were injured after an explosion at an Arkansas recycling facility.
! In August, a worker was killed at a New Lebanon, Pennsylvania recycling plant.  
! In September, a man was crushed to death by a forklift at a Concord, NH recycling facility.

According to a news report, the death occurred shortly after the company laid off several
workers, which is being investigated to determine whether this may have contributed to the
death.   

Casella has first hand experience with the tragic outcome of unsafe conditions- a worker was
killed at Casella’s Southbridge plant in 2005 after getting caught in a conveyor belt. 
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