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Why did non-oral occupational methanol poisoning occur in
South Korea in the 21st century?

Geuntak Lee! - Sangyun Lee” - Hyeyoung Park® - Taesun Kang'*

'Department of Environmental and Safety Engineering, Ajou University
Solidarity for Worker’s Health

ABSTRACT

Case Report

Objectives: Six cases of non-oral occupational methanol poisoning were found in mobile phone parts manufacturers in South
Korea during the period from 22 January 2016 to 5 October 2016. We conducted this study to determine the cause of the accident
including social environment factor.

Methods: We interviewed the cases. Based on that, we described this poisoning accident narratively and arranged the evolution of
the accident in chronological order. We used the Haddon matrix method to investigate the cause of the accident.

Results: It was found that six cases were all dispatched workers who were under poor working condition including working time
exceeded 12 hours a day, not given basic occupational health and safety information etc. Occupational disease associated with
dispatched work was difficult to be reported. 2 cases were not able to identify the cause of the disease within one year.
Conclusions: In short, the direct cause of the poisoning accident was that workers were exposed to high concentration of
methanol(over 1,000 ppm). One of the main fundamental cause is that dispatched worker is rampant in the supply chain of mobile
phone production. To protect dispatched workers, appropriate occupational safety health measures are needed urgently.
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Table 1. Subject cases with non-oral occupational methanol poisoning during aluminum CNC cutting
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Last name of Case

User employer

Labor supply Period of employment

First hospital visit date

(No. of case”) Age Gender (location) agency (Report to MOEL¥ )
Sep 21, 2015
(CI;:ZU 27 F gﬁlﬁfﬁf) Nuri Job ~ Jan 16, 2016 (;:E ;g ggig)
(3 Months 27 days) i
Sep 02, 2015
(g‘:;gz) 27 M éﬁcg:;}l‘) Nuri Job ~ Jan 22, 2016 (EE g% %g}g)
(4 Months 20 days) ’
Yang ’s M Deokyong ENG  Dream PD"; 2326 22001155 Dec 30, 2015
(Case3) (Bucheon) Outsourcing @3 Da’ys) (Jan 28, 2016)
Feb 11, 2016
Lee BK Tech . ? Feb 17, 2016.
(Cased) 28 F (Incheon) ~ Seul Selution ~ F g’ ég,ysz)om (Feb 22, 2016)
. Jan 13, 2015
Kim Deokyong ENG ¢ Feb 02, 2015.
(Case?) 27 M (Bucheon) Plan HR ~ Feb 02, 2015 (Oct 1, 2016)
(21 Days)
Jeon 3 M BK Tech Daesung ~S§§nl1lé 2%156 Jan 16, 2016.
(Case6) (Incheon) Company ’ (Oct 5, 2016)

(4 Months 5 days)

" No. of the cases is the order which was reported to the Ministry of Employment and Labor, ' Age at the time of poisoning, ¥ The

Ministry of Employment and Labor
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Table 2. A chronology of methanol poisoning accident during aluminum CNC cutting

Date

Contents

Jan 13, 2015
Feb 02, 2015

Sep 02, 2015
Sep 11, 2015
Sep 21, 2015
Dec 22, 2015
Dec 30, 2015

Jan 15, 2016

Jan 15, 2016

Jan 16, 2016

Jan 22, 2016

Jan 22, 2016

Jan 22, 2016

Jan 25, 2016

Jan 28, 2016

Feb 01, 2016
Feb 05, 2016

Feb 11, 2016
Feb 11, 2016
Feb 17, 2016

Feb 22, 2016

Oct 01, 2016

Oct 05, 2016

Case5(male, 27) work in the Deokyong ENG through the labor supply agency(Jan 13, 2015~Feb 02, 2015)
Case5(male, 27) went to Bucheon Daniel Hospital for symptoms of dyspnea and blurred vision. No abnormal were
findings found in the ophthalmology department of Bucheon St. Mary's Hospital. After that, Visit to Yeouido St.
Mary's Hospital

Case2(male, 27) worked in YN Tech through the labor supply agency(Sep 02, 2015~Jan 22, 2016)

Case6(male, 33) worked in BK Tech through the labor supply agency(Sep 11, 2015~Jan 16, 2016)
Casel(female, 27) worked in YN Tech through the labor supply agency(Sep 21, 2015~Jan 16, 2016)
Case3(male, 25) worked in Deokyong Tech through the labor supply agency(Dec 22, 2015~Dec 30, 2015)
Case3(male, 25) vomited in the company(Deokyong ENG) just before 6:00 am. At 9:00 am, vomited again at home.
After 18:00, a colleague wakes him but could not get up. After visiting Wonkwang University Sanbon Hospital, he
was transferred to Emergency Department in Suwon Ajou University Hospital and treated by emergency department
specialist under ‘the suspicion of toxic effect of methanol’, ‘toxic encephalopathy’.

Casel(female, 27) who worked at YN Tech once vomited before to work at 21 pm. She went to the company and
went to Bucheon Daesung Hospital for blood tests. But the cause was not found

Case6(male, 33) who worked at BK Tech felt cold as if their eyes were sore and body was cold. After early leaving
work at the company, fell down in his own bathroom. He was transferred to Gil Hospital emergency room and then
was diagnosed with optic neuropathy

Casel(female, 27) woke up from sleep, had no eyesight and difficulty breathing. She was transferred to the emergency
room in Ewha Womans University Mokdong Hospital and recieved intensive care such as hemodialysis. She was
diagnosed with binocular optic neuritis as a result of eye examination

Check up symptom and urinary methanol concentration of Casel(female, 27), interview of family and Casel(female,
27) was conducted by Professor Kim Hyun-joo(Department of Occupational Environment Medicine) at Ewha Womans
University Mokdong Hospital. As a result, it was judged to be blindness due to occupational methanol poisoning,
and the occupational disease was reported to MOEL

MOEL, Jungbu Regional Employment and Labor Office Bucheon Subprefectural Office investigated YN Tech. And
MOEL ordered YN Tech to stop work at CNC process partially and health diagnosis

Case2(male, 27) who in YN Tech went to Daesung Hospital because he couldn’t see after working. After that, he
went to St. Mary's Hospital with an ophthalmologist and underwent various tests and was hospitalized that night.
Case2(male, 27) became convinced that he was methanol poisoning by talking with the director of the labor supply
agency. After he was told by attending physician, he was ignored. After that, he was diagnosed with methanol poisoning
after talking with Professor Kim Hyun-joo of Ewha Womans University Mokdong Hospital and started treatment

MOEL conducted a supervision of the same kind of industry in Bucheon, where the company was involved in methanol
accidents(8 companies, conducted for 5 days). Five of companies were given a temporary medical examination

The certified public labor attorney of Case3(male, 25) requested industrial accident compensation to Korea Workers’
Compensation & Welfare Service as overwork rather than poisoning methanol. In the process, the staff of Korea
Workers' Compensation & Welfare Service, which reviewed the related documents such as opinions, reported to Bucheon
Subprefectural Office according to suspicion of poisoning due to occupational exposure to methanol and the related
occupational disease monitoring system(The cause is revealed within a month)

MOEL conducted a nationwide investigated on 3,117 methanol-handling workplace nationwide(Feb 01, 2016~Mar
10, 2016)

Solidarity Worker's Health issued a statement on blindness workers caused by methanol poisoning and gave information
to the press(Pressian, SBS evening broadcasting, etc.)

MOEL announced a press release about the blindness of methanol poisoning

Cased(female, 28) worked in BK Tech through the labor supply agency(Feb 11, 2016~Feb 16, 2016)
Cased(female, 28) couldn’t see the road on their way to work, and felt disgusting even during her breaks. After eating

the rice and leaving early at around 2 ~ 3 am, fell asleep at home and couldn’t wake up, so she transported to the
hospital emergency room

The family of Case4(female, 28) claimed that suspected of occupational methanol poisoning to the attending physician.
The attending physician contacted the Occupational Safety and Health Research Institute for urine analysis. And reported
to MOEL in accordance with the relevant agency occupational disease monitoring system

Case5(male, 27) who worked at Deokyong ENG was reported to Solidarity Worker's Health(Disease occurrence date
Feb 02, 2015)

Case6(male, 33) who worked at BK Tech was reported to Solidarity Worker's Health(Disease occurrence date Jan
16, 2016)

http://www.kiha.kr
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Table 3. Accident analysis of non-oral occupational methanol poisoning using Haddon matrix exposure to methanol

Division Host Agent Physical environment Social environment
Dispatched worker in poor Development of volatile The user employers Characteristic of the mobile phone
condition ethanol using CNC placed several CNC market, which has very large
(Illegal worker dispatch) cutting oil machines in a small space fluctuations in production volume

(For precision processing
Methanol toxicity, of aluminum materials) Even if local exhaust The safety and health support of
suitable protective ventilation system is mobile phone manufacturing large
equipment, Domestic companies use installed, it didn't work  enterprises is usually given to
safety and health more toxic methanol of contractor or subcontractor not to all
information wasn’t CNC machining coolant Lack of overall of supply chain
received instead of ethanol ventilation, such as
windows The user employer have been used a
Labor human rights The user employer small number of management
education such as labor  removed the airtight The user employer personnel and a large number of
law was not received cover of the CNC doesn’t perform risk dispatched workers to work for a long
processing machine and assessment such as time
Prelnjured | fytensive part-time job  methanol was splashed  workplace environment  (Illegal worker dispatch, violation of
preference trend that into the workplace measurement statutory labor hours)
guarantees high income
for a short period of time The user employer does’t The user employer isn’t covered by the
in the difficulty of youth have safety driving industrial accident compensation
employment instructions such as the insurance and is excluded from all
practice of blowing off safety and health supervision
residual chips and
methanol with air gun Supervisory authorities' lukewarm
oversight on labor time and worker
dispatch
Domestic education system neglecting
human rights education such as labor
law
No Methanol poisoning  Excessive use of Workload congestion for Mobile phone model change cycle is
Information methanol (at specific time) a short period of time shortened and mobile phone demand is
concentrated in a short period when
Respiratory exposure to  Natural drying parts in  Due to the winter season, the model is changed
high concentrations of workplace where the window is closed and
methanol (> 1000 ppm) methanol doesn’t dry out not flowing so bad The time of model change of mobile
due to increased ventilation phone is the time when illegal worker
Exposure to methanol production dispatch and overtime work is

Injured | without adequate Doesn’t working even if prevalent. Absence of the planning and
protection such as safety High concentrations of local exhaust is installed supervision program of labor
gloves methanol dispersing in authorities in response to these

the workplace Rapid methanol vulnerable periods
Fatigue accumulation due exhaustion keeps high
to long working hours concentration methanol in The user employers weren’t able to
the workplace hear safety and health advice from
Decreased physical supervisory authorities and from any
strength due to night work upstream supply line
http://www.kiha.kr Journal of Korean Society of Occupational and Environmental Hygiene, 2017: 27(3): 149-162
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Division Host Agent Physical environment Social environment
Misdiagnosed the The combination of There are practices that Mobile phone manufacturing large
symptoms of methanol methanol + CNC is the depend on the material  enterprises don’t establish
poisoning as a transient key to the accident. safety data of the management policies that take into
disability due to overwork However, the oversight employer when consideration the safety and health of
and went to the hospital of supervisory authorities measuring the working  secondary subcontractors
late focusing only on the environment
methanol handling measurement, so that Inadequate medical system-based
No information about workplace is a waste of methanol can’t be occupational disease surveillance
doubts of occupational resources measured system and practices that doctors don’t
diseases and procedures of consider occupational relevance of
application for medical Special health disease
care benefits examination may also not
Post-Injured be measured because they There is no official labor record of the
Methanol poisoning are based on the working dispatched worker, so compensation
symptoms of dispatched environment depend on statements and testimony
worker are regarded as measurement
personal diseases without MOEL performs administrative
their colleagues or user actions for the industrial accident
employer knowing insurance workplace. Therefore, it is
difficult to supervise the workplace
The investigation was
delayed because the MOEL usually focused on criminal
dispatched worker didn’t investigation rather than investigate
know the name of the overall potential causes. So lessons
workplace he worked for from accident were very few.
Rehs wEE, /1A AWAA HE S 2 Belw Azsp BAT o) 248 94 B=
= AEE Al Aotk Bl Ay shdelA =9k ojlste] Wes 3= o] ¢ Rejponw
Hekeo] e 54 T Rl ARE AT 7 drebes ol ofedbA] e gkl Aotk
MR fd wEAES HIRAS BE A% AL 5 Qe Jush HolMer WUe 3
FA 5ol i@ /1R ARE Auwd Bgn E ol ghout A4 AL AeleE oysta ojelA
A Pelz a7d 5 ok AE X RPT. AES 2 S w1 swsAe A
BE o] Fe oY BAleh] Boke ARFARY Lol AN AT AAIUL FHE 7)ol
Q% AFAAAT AFe] ATEA Dol A RA ASAYFE o] AR FEEE 9
ohovhqmton Ad Ay weom Wwd WIS Al ofuh] A gk A7 24 g TE
Holehd wr|zke] stz dopgh 7e) of=njo] ojth. of&l &I = v o)A o r g mE
EL Holes AFE 5 7 Ak 20019 HdE0] A2 e mEAhd ME o AWar 1 skl g
DI ST E QS WA | Aol HAW A g eEAhe A8 2§ ASe Bad 5 9l
o2 Wtk ATk o] ARzde] deATIA = B o] AU
ek Akl o] o] w7 d]lel tial el = 7]l 7Fs Rk
Ase szel 6 wE Hzsb FHE AdeelA
IEEFH IV F owEE Gz =E57]59 2) =2 - 714 821 (Agent)
250ppme 2 W) W 1000 ppmol el wEHATE AW A BAANE & F AE P Fow
(Choi et al, 2017). A1Z o], olAelg, & Fe  Abuel J)QloR WEes 1 ok BE wEEe
T8I Aol RS B ARE A gon 7] T MEE =E9 5 =Fo] HHHA T5
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