
“ That which is not spoken of – it is taboo. So that no 
one steps over the boundary, there are guardians 
who, via lobbying or mobbing, disarm those who 
are guilty of the unacceptable. At the same time this 
means that the free furtherance of knowledge, the 
prime task of researchers, is hindered.

French philosopher Michael Foucault
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Redefining the concept of workplace “risk” in Sweden: 
 

Eliminating the No-Risk and Healthy Office research projects 
 

 
 “Low dose exposure to chemicals and electromagnetic radiation from increasingly advanced electronic 
equipment is apparently one of the work environment risks in offices in the twenty-first century. How 
great the health risks are is not yet known. Researchers who want to find out are kept back by constant 
lack of funding. In this situation, the role of unions is important, partly with respect to demanding more 
adequate research in this field, partly to assert at least the principle of prudent avoidance – if they don’t 
dare to demand a zero-risk goal.” 
                                     Former TCO journalist and author Gunni Nordström in “The Invisible Disease” 
 
INTRODUCTION    
 
During the 1990's the Swedish trade union movement, notably the Swedish Confederation of 
Professional Employees (TCO), the central organization for professional workers, and the 
Union of Clerical and Technical Employees in Industry (SIF), the largest trade union within 
the TCO, led the world in actively tackling, and working on solutions for the growing 
problem of both chemical and electromagnetic pollution in the workplace. At that time, SIF 
was the largest trade union for white-collar workers in Sweden until it merged in January 
2008 with another trade union (HTF) to form a new organization, Unionen which is now 
Sweden’s largest trade union in the private labour market and the largest white-collar union in 
the world. 
 
The TCO label is known internationally for its precautionary environmental standards for 
computer monitors that limit electromagnetic radiation (EMR) and chemical emissions 
(TCO’92, TCO’95, TCO’99 and TCO’03). Although not eliminating EMR and chemical 
emissions from computer monitors, it was ground-breaking in that it was the first case of a 
union organization, representing both members and consumers, successfully influencing 
manufacturers to improve the design of their products to reduce potentially harmful 
emissions. TCO recommendations have become an international market standard, which all 
computer monitor manufacturers do their best to comply with to be TCO-Certified. The TCO 
monitor standard is quite extensive, covering the environment, ergonomics, usability, 
emission of electric and magnetic fields, energy consumption and electrical and fire safety. 
Restrictions are placed on the use of heavy metals, brominated and chlorinated flame 
retardants, CFCs and chlorinated solvents that can outgas into the office environment during 
operation. There are also requirements for eventual recycling as well as the manufacturer to 
have an environmental plan in place. The TCO philosophy is that workplace environmental 
risks should be eliminated as far as possible.1 
 
Following on from TCO initiatives, Kjell Fransson at SIf initiated an inquiry into 
hypersensitivity to electricity. At about this time (1996) Åke Bergman at Stockholm 
University unexpectedly found traces of brominated flame retardants in the blood of people 
tested. When this was reported in the Swedish media several people who claimed that they 
were electrohypersensitive contacted Bergman, requesting that he also test their blood. 
Testing by one of Bergman’s team found that the electrohypersensitive people did have these 
																																																								
1	Nordström, G. The Invisible Disease: The Dangers of Environmental Illnesses caused by Electromagnetic 
Fields and Chemical Emissions, 2004, Chapter 17, TCO-labelling and the zero risk goal. 
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chemicals in their blood suggesting that electrohypersensitivity, in some cases, may have a 
chemical element. 
 
As a result of these findings, Bruno Hagi who worked specifically on work environment-
related issues at the central SIF headquarters became interested. Hagi, concerned that the 
information technology (IT) workplace may be creating new and serious risks to health, 
initiated the SIF No-Risk project, enlisting the involvement of a team of researchers, 
including Martin Andersson from LIBEREL AB2

  and Assoc. Prof. Olle Johansson from the 
Karolinska Institute. 3 

 
Similar to the TCO philosophy, the SIF No-Risk project aimed at practical measures to 
reduce or eliminate EMR and chemical emissions in the modern office but took the concept 
further to include all aspects of the modern IT office. 
 
To quote from the SIF publication, No-Risk in the IT environment (1998): 
 
The NO RISK project devised by SIF for the IT environment is one example of new thinking, 
a completely new model for applying trade union influence to development by using the 
“consumer power” of the members. Only products and equipment that can meet tight 
environmental requirements shall be considered when negotiating, with a view to improving 
the working environment for the employees, while reducing Nature’s burden. 4 

 
In order to gain a better understanding of the extent of the SIF No-Risk project the following 
is extensively quoted directly from various 1990's SIF documents reproduced in this 
publication. Unfortunately these documents are no longer available from SIF’s successor 
Unionen and there is no mention of the No-Risk project on their website. It is as if it simply 
never existed for reasons examined in this paper. 
 
Overview of the SIF and related research initiatives	
	
	1992:	 The	 National	 Institute	 of	 Occupational	 Health	 in	 Solna,	 Sweden	 published	
Health	 and	 well	 being	 at	 VDU-work,	 which	 examined	 a	 number	 of	 causes	 of	 work	
related	illness	symptoms.		These	were	listed	as	Chemical	&	biological	factors,	Electrical	
&	 magnetic	 fields,	 Display	 terminal	 work,	 Psychosocial	 factors,	 Office	 climate	 and	
Paperwork. 

 
1993: SIF carried out an extensive enquiry into hypersensitivity to electricity among its 

members. The reason for the enquiry was increased concern and problems from an ever-
increasing use of electricity. All SIF members were afforded opportunity to describe 
symptoms of hypersensitivity to electricity. A club questionnaire was also included with 
questions to union sections, white collar worker clubs and work place ombudsmen. At the 
end of 1994 SIF presented a final report in which the responses to the questionnaires had 
been scientifically processed. According to the report many SIF members were affected. Up 
to one in ten white collar workers noted some form of trouble caused by electrical 

																																																								
2	LIBEREL AB was a Swedish office design company specializing in environmental office place sanitation 
(Appendix C)	
3	Private communication with a number of people directly involved at the time. Also see Nordström G, The 
Invisible Disease, O Books, 2004, page 217-218. 
4	No Risk in the IT environment, SIF, 1998 (Appendix A)	
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apparatus. An estimated 6,700 cases of hypersensitivity to electricity were found among the 
union members. 

 
1995: A twelve-page summary, “Hypersensitivity to electricity”, was made of the final 

report. It attracted considerable attention and was translated into German and English. In 
easily-understood form it presented facts about hypersensitivity to electricity, who is 
affected by it, where and how symptoms appear, and a plan of action. 

 
1996: SIF compiled a new report. “Hypersensitive in IT environments”. This aroused 
considerable interest since the results in 1993 had been so alarming. Had the members' 
problems increased or decreased? The new report shows that the problems have 
increased. The number of SIF members who complained that they have serious or 
extremely serious problems had doubled in two years.5 

 

In 1998 SIF published the 35 page report, “No Risk in the IT environment” 
Section headings from the No Risk document: 
 

• The IT society is creating new and serious risks to health 
• New technology provides new possibilities but also new problems 
• What does NO RISK mean in the IT environment? 
• Why is NO RISK needed in the IT environment? 
• It’s the invisible health risks that are causing problems nowadays! 
• An electrostatically charged speck of dust can contain all this6 
• Today’s electrical power supply units generate high frequencies which 
increase the risks 
• Our most commonly used strip lighting gives out large amounts of 
unnecessary emissions and radiation 
• Good equipment is already on the way to presenting a NO RISK 
environment 
• How dangerous are our mobile and cordless telephones? 
• Stress often lies behind the most common reasons for sickness absence 
• Is NO RISK possible or just plain ridiculous? 
• High environmental demands favour exports 
• It’s a matter of prevention, prevention and even more prevention! 
• The needs of our members started the build-up of knowledge and gave 
birth to the idea of NO RISK in the IT environment 
• The NO RISK project paves the way to ensuring that obvious health risks 
shall not be present in the future office environment. 
 

In 1999 SIF initiated the "Healthy Office project" in partnership with the Luleå 
University of Technology (LTU). The project aimed at implementing the points 
raised in the SIF “No Risk” publication. Many other organisations were involved 
in the project, including Arbetslivstjänster AB, a private company owned by 
several trade unions. The company investigates and rehabilitates workers who 
have suffered various work-related injuries, both physical injuries, mental stress, 
as well as functional impairments.7 
																																																								
5 Hypersensitive in IT environments: Information concerning problems caused by hypersensitivity to electricity. 
Facts and advice to members of SIF, SIF, 1996 (Appendix D) 
6 Pollins, pesticides, anti-oxidents, allergens, bacteria, viruses, solvents, dyes, furanes, dioxins, formaidehyde, 
flame retardants, ozone, mites, carbon black, chlorinated hydrocarbons, trichlorethyl phosphates. 
7 Eriksson, J.I., Electrical Sanitation Activities, The Healthy Office Newsletter, No.1, 1999. (Appendix B) 
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To quote in part from The Healthy Office project newsletter. 
 

The past few decades have been a time of opportunities. Technological development has 
completely changed conditions for how we humans live, work and communicate; still, we 
have only begun to scrape the surface of possibilities. At the same time, new technology 
and new materials give rise to important questions about working environments and our 
health. Concern about electromagnetic radiation and chemical emissions grows all the 
more. Scary scenarios are mixed with “calming” reports. It becomes more and more 
difficult to decipher between truth and speculation. The Healthy Office project aims at 
informing and educating others in questions concerning modern electrical environments 
and office environments. Our main aim is partly to eliminate/reduce chemical emissions 
from materials that are used in offices, and partly to reduce/eliminate radiation from 
electrical apparatus in such environments. 
 
The project is backed-up by a whole spectrum of interested parties, from national 
organizations to local companies. Swedish and international researchers, each leading 
experts in their respective fields, are also tied to this project. Lars Tornberg, Project 
Leader of The Healthy Office project, emphasizes the importance of organizations such as 
SIF acting as a driving force in the development of projects such as this. With their 
project, No Risk in IT environments, SIF stands for a new way of thinking that will give 
new pace to product development connected to environments that frequently convey 
information, says Tornberg. Providing information to the community is made easier when 
the project has this platform to work from, says Lars Tornberg. In this way, we hope to 
contribute to spreading objective information and reaching a better understanding of the 
problems that exist concerning workplaces that give off chemical emissions and 
electromagnetic fields, says Tornberg”.8 

 

In 1997 in a paper by Anna-Christina Blomkvist examined a 1992 Swedish government 
project on “Hypersensitivity to electricity” obviously sparked off by the 1990s SIF initiatives. 
In what might be considered a bias in the government investigation is the statement that 
“psychological explanations to electrosensitivity, which were given priority to by the 
National Board of Health and Welfare (1995), focus on the individual” In other words, an 
emphasis on the psychosocial work environment, with little attention apparently given to 
possible environmental factors, such as chemical emissions from office-place equipment.  
The possibility of this having a toxicological significance for “hypersensitivity to electricity” 
may be an important factor that was not addressed if we consider the following statement in 
the conclusion of the Blomkvist paper:  
 

Answers from nonafflicted persons (exposed workers with no apparent health symptoms) 
in this study showed that there were disturbing effects from computers, and the new 
generation of computers with hard drives and fans are too often noisy and probably 
generate more heat than the previous generation. The afflicted persons opened windows, 
turned off computers, or limited time at the computers, thus counteracting the negative 

																																																																																																																																																																												
	
8 Tornberg, L, (ed: The Healthy Office Newsletter, Truth & Consequence: News & Information from the Healthy 
Office, No.1, 1999 (Appendix B) 
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effects indicated by the nonafflicted.9 
 
The potential for health hazards from exposure to chemical emissions from computers and 
other electrical equipment in the office environment was examined in the SIF No Risk 
pamphlet (Appendix A)  
 
In 2008 a paper was published in Atmospheric Environment that reviewed the available data 
and information specific to indoor chemical pollutants emitted by office equipment. The 
Abstract starts with the statement:  
 
There	is	concern	that	potentially	harmful	pollutants	may	be	emitted	from	office	
equipment.	Although	office	equipment	has	been	a	focal	point	for	governmental	efforts	
to	promote	energy	efficiency	through	programs	such	as	the	US	EPA's	Energy	Star,	little	
is	known	about	the	relationship	between	office	equipment	use	and	indoor	air	quality,	
and	information	on	pollutant	emissions	is	sparse.10 

 
A list of some of the chemicals examined in the paper included volatile	organic	chemicals	
(VOCs),	ozone,	particulate	matter	and	several	semi-volatile	organic	chemicals	(SVOCs)	
such	as	phthalate	esters,	brominated	flame	retardants,	organophosphate	flame	
retardants	and	polycyclic	aromatic	hydrocarbons	(PAHs).	The	possible	causative	role	of	
these	chemicals	in	the	condition	termed	“hypersensitivity to electricity” is still unknown 
with little research presently being done researching a possible connection. 
 
In 2001 SIF published a NO Risk update in 1998, in Swedish only with essentially the same 
information as in the 1998 version. 
 
A redefinition of Risk in the workplace 
 
However, by 2007 SIF’s above activities were no longer a priority in a changing political 
climate. In spite of the extensive work that had been done by SIF throughout the 1990’s and 
early 2000s, by 2007 no mention of any of the above documents, or the outcome of the 
Healthy Office project was on the SIF website. 
 

On May 30, 2007, Assoc. Prof. Olle Johansson a former member of the SIF No-Risk 
project rang SIF headquarters asking for copies of the 1990s publications. When asked for 
copies of the before-mentioned SIF publications they replied that they had run out of copies 
and no further printing was planned. As for the Healthy Office Project, they could not find it 
and did not even know what it was. However, SIF’s one English publication available on its 
website at the time was titled: SIF: Sweden's Leading White Collar Union (2005) and did 
have a revealing section titled: The work environment.  
 
To quote from page 7: 
 

Objective: The work environment should promote health, development and security in 
order to ensure the health and well-being of SIF’s members at work. SIF should therefore: 
Support the members so that they gain a greater degree of influence over their work 

																																																								
9 Blomkvist A-C, “Hypersensitivity to Electricity” in the office; Symptoms and improvement, Lulea University 
of Technology, Sweden, Int. Journal of Occupational Safety and Ergonomics, Vol. 3, No. 3-4, 129-140 (1997) 
10 Destaillats, H, et al., Indoor pollutants emitted by office equipment: A review of reported data and 
information needs,  Atmospheric Env.,Vol 42: 7, pp. 1371-1388, 2008 
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situation. SIF should offer services and tools that increase the members’ capacity and 
ability to influence their work environment. Influence companies to invest in preventive 
work environment measures, particularly with regard to the psychosocial work 
environment, where the question of working hours is also an important factor. An 
integrated approach to the work environment contributes to the development of the 
companies. SIF should recruit more local work environment representatives and develop 
the system for regional work environment representatives. SIF should also focus on work 
environment training for managers, work environment representatives and employees so 
that everyone can actively contribute to systematic efforts to improve the work 
environment. Influence society so that the preconditions for a healthy working life are 
improved. SIF should work for greater resources for regional work environment 
representatives, training on the work environment and corporate health services. By co-
operating and exerting influence, nationally and internationally, SIF should involve 
employers, authorities and other players in the work to improve activities concerning the 
work environment.11 

 

In the 2005 SIF publication nothing was mentioned about the previous emphasis on chemical 
and EMF emissions in the work environment and nothing more was said on the SIF website 
about these two previously high-profile environmental trade union issues. 
 
What was apparent in the 2005 SIF documents was that the previous emphasis on 
chemical and electromagnetic hypersensitivity in the office environment had been replaced 
with an emphasis on the "psychosocial work environment"12. This would suggest that all 
those hypersensitive employees identified by SIF investigations in the 1990’s were now 
considered to be more of a psychosocial problem. This is backed up by investigative 
journalist Gunni Nordström writing in The Invisible Disease that the before mentioned 
environmental diseases had been replaced by the emphasis on psychosocial problems and 
stress at workplaces.13 This may be the case when you consider that Sweden has one of the 
world’s best workers compensation laws for work-related illnesses. However, if an employee 
is sick due to “psychosocial” reasons there’s little chance that they will receive compensation 
due to workplace EMF and chemical emissions and therefore the problem will not be 
resolved. 
 
Intrigued with what had happened to SIF’s earlier environmental concerns over chemical and 
EMF exposures, and research to mitigate these, inquiries were made with several contacts in 
Sweden who had worked on the No-Risk and Healthy Office Projects to find out why such a 
radical change has happened. Was it because the Healthy Office Project had solved those 
chemical and EMF problems and it was no longer an issue in the Swedish workplace? 
 
The reality, however, turned out to be quite the opposite. According to communications with 
a number of people who were involved with both TCO and SIF initiatives in the 1990s, 
starting about the time Bruno Hagi was forced to leave SIF in the early 2000’s, SIF’s 
management decided to end the union’s involvement with these issues due to "political and 
labour-market policy considerations". Concerns were also raised at the time by a number of 
																																																								
11 SIF: Sweden's Leading White Collar Union (2005) 
12 The psychosocial approach looks at individuals in the context of the combined influence that psychological 
factors and the surrounding social environment have on their physical and mental wellness and their ability to 
function.	Psychosocial problems chronic anxiety, uneasiness, helplessness, fatigue, impairment of 
concentration, sleep disorders, mental and cognitive reservation, sexual dysfunction, infertility, psychological 
distress, and psychiatric disorders. 
13 Nordström, op. cit., page 218. 
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SIF and TCO members that SIF was being co-opted by the Swedish telecommunications 
industry.14 
 

An unfortunate coincidence sparked Hagi’s departure from SIF as head of the No Risk 
project. When a major Swedish newspaper interviewed Hagi about the SIF No Risk project. 
Hagi mentioned in the interview his concerns over possible dangers from DECT phones and 
that he felt they should be removed from offices. By chance, this hit the public just as 
Ericsson was about to launch a major public relations event about its new DECT phone 
systems. Even though Hagi knew nothing of Ericsson’s plans, Ericsson management thought 
Hagi had planned this specifically to sabotage the Ericsson DECT promotional event. As a 
result of the newspaper article Ericsson cancelled the event and sent a delegation of 
management and technical staff to complain to Bruno’s supervisor at SIF. The Ericsson 
delegation explained why they considered Hagi was wrong about DECT phones because the 
system met all standard requirements. They also claimed that Hagi’s actions in purposely 
attacking Ericsson (so they thought) were damaging the reputation of SIF in the industry. 
Bruno’s supervisor, impressed by the Ericsson presentation, took action and soon Bruno Hagi 
had no choice but to leave SIF. 15

 

 
Another main driver of the EMR/chemical emission environmental issues, besides Hagi, was 
Per-Erik Boivie, head of TCO’s development unit.16 They both ended up being dismissed and 
replaced by new managers who were opposed to the No-Risk project. After Hagi and Boivie 
were gone, the issues of EMR and chemical emissions were downplayed and replaced with 
an emphasis on the psychosocial work environment where if an employee is sick for 
unknown reasons the sickness must be psychological. Although TCO Development, a 
company owned by TCO, was still interested in the EMR and chemical problem, a lack of 
funding for research had effectively put a stop to any further research on the potential hazards 
of EMR and chemical exposures in the workplace.17

 By 2005 these occupational health and 
safety issues had essentially become taboo. 
 
Silencing another inconvenient research effort in Sweden 
 
The Swedish National Institute for Working Life (NIWL), established by a mandate from the 
Ministry for Industry, Employment and Communications, has been involved in workplace 
environment research for many decades, contributing immensely to the understanding of the 
many factors in the work environment’s impact on workers’ health. Many of the now widely 
accepted theories concerning occupational health and safety issues in the workplace 
originated through scientific studies undertaken by NIWL scientists. The many contributions 
by NIWL have greatly influenced the work environment in Sweden. The Institute has long 
encouraged a dialogue between industry, government and the workforce.18 A further blow to 
continuing research on occupational health and safety in Sweden came to light on December 
21, 2006 when the new conservative Swedish government announced that the government 
intended to close down the Institute. This announcement “sent a shockwave through the 
international occupational health research community” and was termed a “deplorable turn of 

																																																								
14 Correspondence in confidence, May 30, 2007 
15  Interview with Bruno Hagi by Per Segerback, June 6, 2007 
16 Nordström, ibid. p. 217. 
17 Correspondence in confidence, May 30, 2007 
18 ENETOSH notice: “Shutdown of the National Institute for Working Life (NIWL) in Sweden” 
http://www.enetosh.net/webcom/show_article.php/_c-29/_nr-35/_p-1/i.html  
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events” in an article in Occupational Environmental Medicine. Institute staff were notified on 
Sept 18, 2007 that all staff would receive notice to quit on January 1, 2008. 19 
 
According to Annika Härenstam, Professor in Work Organisation at the Institute, staff were 
shocked at the decision, which meant that Sweden would no longer have a platform for acting 
at the European and international level in the future. The government’s argument for the 
elimination of the Institute was that cutting taxes was the highest priority and work life issues 
were better left to the “partners on the labour market”, and not the government. The 
government’s preferred option was for all research to take place at universities, with research 
funded by competition, mainly through centres of excellence.20

 The problem with so-called 
centres of excellence, however, is that they tend to be academic partnerships with the 
industrial sector, inevitably creating conflicts of interest and bias in the centre’s ability to 
objectively weigh up new scientific knowledge in areas that may threaten the “bottom line” 
of the industry partner. 21,22 

 
Throughout the 1990’s Swedish trade unions, notably SIF, were world leaders in promoting 
worker occupational health and safety protection from possible EMF and chemical workplace 
hazards – and spreading the word internationally. Now those research initiatives have been 
excluded from consideration for reasons quite unrelated to science and at a great potential 
loss to the health of office workers internationally. The elimination of the SIF No Risk and 
the Healthy Office Projects would seem to be the result of an informal cost/benefit analysis 
where the possible costs to Swedish industry were weighed as being of greater importance 
than the potential benefits of continuing research aimed at ensuring adequate worker, and 
general public health protections. Although the following publications by SIF and its working 
partners are no longer available due to what is essentially censorship, they are still an 
important record of an area of research which is just as vital today as it was in the 1990s. 
 
Don Maisch PhD, September 3, 2022 
 
Appendix:	The	publications	

	
A. NO RISK in the IT environment, The Swedish Union of Clerical and 

Technical Employees in Industry (SIF), 1999 
B. News and Information From The Healthy Office, The Healthy Office 

Project, 1999 
C. Working Environment for People and Computers, Liberel, 1998 
D. Hypersensitive in IT environments, SIF, 1996 
E. Health and well being at VDU-work, The National Institute of Occupational 

Health in Solna, Sweden, 1992 
 

																																																								
19  Westerholm P., Closing the Swedish National Institute for Working Life, Occup. Environ Med. Vol. 64. pp. 
787-788, 2007. 
20 Letter to the Center for Social Epidemiology from Professor Annika Härenstam, NIWL, October 10, 2006. 
http://www.workh  ealth.org/news/nwannoun.html  
21 Maisch D, Spin in the Antipodes: Political and corporate involvement with cell phone research in Australia, in 
Secret Ties, Walker M (ed)  
22 An in-depth analysis of the problems of industrial/academic research partnerships is in Sheldon Krimsky’s 
Science in the Private Interest, Rowman & Littefield Publishers, Inc. 2003. 
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The IT society is creating 
new and serious risks to 
health 

Complete1y new health problems have surfaced at 
our workplaces. Information Technology (IT) and 
the vast proliferation of electrical equipment that it 
has brought into our daily working life has created a 
new ri k environment. Much of thi s has not been 
investigated, and the possible consequences to our 
health cannot be ignored. These invisible risks -
often in the form of chemical efflux and physical 
radiation, under a common heading of 'emissions' -
are at the centre of a project initiated by SIF - NO 
RISK in the IT environment*. 

* The term "NOLL RISK" appearing in some of the illustra
tions is of course Swedish, and refers to the "NO RISK " 
concept, fully described in the text of this and other 
documents, that originated in Sweden. 

THE NEWEST RISKS ARE USUALLY INVISIBLE 
Invisible physical and chemical pollution, and a 
general lack of knowledge, mean that many people 
are probably risking their health at work without 
even being aware of it. Since we seldom know a lot 
ourselves about the sources of these risks, we don' t 
stand much chance of eliminating them, either. 

This document is meant to focus attention on an 
important new prob1em in the work environment. 
Fear should be cured by knowledge, followed by 
measures put in place to reduce the ri sks as much as 
possible. 

STRAIN INJURIES ARE INCREASING 
Seventy per cent of all reported occupational injuries, 
including those in the IT world, are due to strain. 
Stress is one of the most important factors in this 

3 



connection. Many employees consider a high work 
tempo, allied to old-fashioned and outmoded orga
nisation, to be a fundamental cause. Aching neck 
and shoulder muscles are common, as is tendonitis 
in the elbows or trapped nerves in the wrist. A 
major study by Arbetslivsinstitutet (The National 
Institute for Working Life) has hown that almost a 
million Swedes now suffer from so-called "mouse 
arm". 

ALLERGIES HAVE BECOME ENDEM IC 

People all over the world are worried about the 
effects of the apparently uncontrolled chemical 
pollution of the air, land and water. Without question, 
human health is being degraded by this. Fifty years 
ago allergies were unusual, but the number of those 
affected has dramatically increased. According to 
Folkhalsoinstitutet (The National Institute of Public 
Health), about 50% of the children in many 
Swedish urban areas suffer from allergies. Even if 
we don ' t know for certain what lies behind this inc
rease, it is highly probable that environmental pol
lution, together with factors uch as altered nutrition 
patterns, are important risk factor . 

4 

1889 
"No office or manual worker shall 
have to go to a workplace where 

their health is at risk" 

Legislation concerning protection 
against occupational hazards. 
Swedish Statute Book 1889 

THE AIM OF THE NO RISK PROJECT 
By means of its NO RISK project, SIF wants to 
make a contribution to the creation of IT workplaces 
and practices that are free from health risks. 
Achieving this goal requires increased attention to 
invisible and usua1ly unknown risk environments. A 
factual debate concerning the problem is needed. It 
is also necessary for scientist to want to work in 
this, often very complex, substance area, so that 
health risks can be eliminated. A preliminary partial 
goal in the NO RISK project i. therefore to build up 
an international knowledge network of researchers 
and experts, and to stimulate these in the development 

of new methods of risk asse ment. This work can 
be supported by the immense amount of user expe
rience embodied in such groups as SIF members. If 
manufacturers acquire more knowledge concerning 
the needs of users, and if the users' knowledge of 
technology increases, this will benefit those manu
facturers who are prepared to invest in products that 
are adapted to suit both mankind and Nature. What 
is good for employees in general is also good for 
the environment, for industrial development and there
by beneficial to the whole of society. 

1998 
"No-one shall need to risk 

his or her health as a result 
of deficiencies in the working 
environment or of hazardous 

working equipment" 

NO RISK 
SIF 

1998 
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New technology provides 
new possibilities but also 
new problems 

IT is a new work environment, which thus leads 
to new problems and new health risks. 

"Sweden is probably the most computerised 
country in the world - despite its great advan
tages, the new technology has already created 
serious risks to health, both for people and 
the environment" 

Quotation from a TCO folder concerning environmental 
labelling of computers 

TCO, Tjanstemannens Centralorganisation - (The Swedish 
Confederation of Professional Employees) 

Computers are necessary items in an efficient 
society. However, with its arrival, technology has 
set its own conditions. When designing the equip
ment and developing the new working procedures 
that accompany information technology, manu
facturers have not sufficiently taken into account 
the risks to which users can be exposed. 

This year (1999), about a million new computer 
displays and computer will be sold. During its 
useful life, this equipment wi ll affect at least as 
many users. Eventually all these computers will 
be scrapped, or to some extent recycled, depending 
on how environmentally-conscious the manufac-

NEW HEALTH RISKS 

NEW HEALTH RISKS 

6 NEW HEALTH RISKS 

turer has been. At the present time, electronics 
scrap is a considerable and important risk factor, 
that is very likely to have a negative effect on 
both humans and the external environment for a 

very long time to come. 
Differences in opinion between scientists and 

experts whose work involves a sessing environ
mentally-related health risks have created a cli 
mate of uncertainty among users, manufacturers 
and authorities. The greatest problem in this debate 
is the large measure of uncertainty that exists 
among the corpus of "expertise" within medicine, 
chemistry and physics concerning the degree of 
risk to health that can be related to the IT envi 
ronment. 

As an example, the problem of electrical 
hypersensitivity has split the experts into separate 
camps, where the arguments of one group do not 
appear to have any effect on the other. 

International developments are now i ncreas-
i ngly confirming the validity of the SIF approach , 
which is that the precautionary principle should 
be retained until more knowledge has been gained 
about the true risks attached to IT. More and 
more people are now expressing their great 
respect for the work that SIF has put into the 
question of electrical hypersensitivity. SIF is now 
going further, with the NO RISK project in the TT 
environment, which is thereby timely. 
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What does NO RISK mean 
in the IT environment? 

The goal of NO RISK in the IT environment is to 

free our working environment from health risks -

no risk to employees! It also stands for respect 

for the external environment. A healthy external 
environment is an important prerequisite for every

one's well-being. 

The project also aims to increase users' 

knowledge, to provide support in the creation of 

risk-free workplaces, and to help to secure a choice 

of environmentally-adapted equipment. In addition, 

it wants to supp011 the manufacturers of IT equip-
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Health 
risks 

~OLL 
RIS 

ment by co-ordinating such knowledge as cur

rently exists, and initiating new knowledge to 

support the development of new and user-friendly 

technology, so-called Human Technology. 

NO RISK in the IT environment concerns the 

work environment, but its consequences also 

include the external environment. It is no longer 

possible to separate the two, since what is bad for 

humans is naturally harmful to Nature, and vice 
versa. In Sweden, the Hallandsas environmental 

catastrophe has clearly proved this. Using the 

ubstance known as RochaGil without first carry

ing out a thorough risk analysis revealed di sturbing 

deficiencies from both a work and natural envi

ronment point of view! 

Down to ZERO ! 
Today we live in a risk environment that has for 
the most part never been subjected to research . 
We often live in the belief that chemical and phys
ical emissions and releases lie within approved 
limit values. The problem is that the majority of 
emissions have no officially-recognised limit values! 

No-one should be forced to risk their health at 
work . This applies to both physical and psychic 
health, but also the external and work environ
ments. The risk of health hazards at work has to 
be brought down to zero! 

Years 
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Why is NO RISK needed 
in the IT environment? 

The amount of electrical equipment in our work
places has increased dramatically. We are usually 
surrounded by a "forest" of electrically-powered 
apparatus and lights, with the cabling underfoot 
often resembling a snake pit. 

The concept of emissions is, in this context, 
very important. It stands for the release of tiny 
particles, the efflux of chemical substances into 
the air and the presence of electrical and magnetic 
fields surrounding electrically-powered equipment 
and electric cables. 

Mo t of the emissions in today 's work envi
ronment are invisible. They can consist, for 
example, of decomposition sub tances derived 
from plastic, such as flame retardants and solvents, 
or isocyanates that are released from computers or 
other electrical equipment, and which are absor
bed by humans via airways and skin. They can 
also be electromagnetic fields that are feared to 
cause electrical hypersensitivity. 

Another type of emission is the heat that al I 
electrical equipment develops, and which in turn 
reduces air quality, thereby affecting our health . 
Tackling these known and suspected health ri . ks 
is what the NO RISK project is de igned to do in 
its first phase. 

Radiating 
equipment! 
We are often sur
rounded by electri 
cally-powered 
equipment which 
is producing a great 
deal of unnecessary 
radiation, e.g. 
electromagnetic 
fields, heat. chem i
cals, etc. 
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It's the invisible health 
risks that are causing 
problems nowadays! 

How will the emi ions that I am being exposed 
to today affect my health in a year's time - or 
five or ten years from now? This is to do with 
risks that most often can't be seen, and that we 
have precious little knowledge about. Few of us 
normal users have ever heard of chemicals with 
names such as isocyanates, furanes, formaldehyde 
or polybrominated diphenyl ethers, even though 
these are substances at present commonly found 
in our workplaces. 
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But even the experts don ' t know enough 
about how such chemicals can affect the human 
organism. The NO RISK project support the 
accumulation of knowledge concerning the 
effects of these substances on Nature and on our 
health. SIF embraces the precautionary principle, 

whereby great care is taken when using products 
or substances if there is the slightest hint of a pos
sible negative influence on humans and the envi 
ronment. 

The principle of "reversed proof' will un
doubtedly be applied in the future to the use or 
new substances. Thi means that the manufacturers 
will have to prove that substances are not harmful 
before they can be used. 

Free emissions 
All sorts of chemicals are 
released into the air from 
the wide range of electrical 
equipment, such as computer 
displays, that we have in our 
offices. We know that some 
of these are harmful to 
health, whilst there are 
others we just don't know 
enough about. One thing 
we are sure of, however, is 
they have not been analysed 
sufficiently from the view
point of health, and are 
therefore undesirable! 
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An electrostatically
charged speck of dust 
can contain all this 

The amount of chemical substances being released 
from such electrical equipment as computer 
displays is rapidly increasing, and yet there is still 
insufficient knowledge concerning their effects. 
At the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm the 
levels of brominated flame retardants found in 
breast-feeding milk have been studied. (These 
substances are related to PCB, which is known to 
be harmful). Since l 972, when the levels were so 

Anti-oxidants 
Allergens 

Viruses 

Solvents 

Dyes 

Formaldehyde 
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low that they could scarcely be measured, dramatic 
annual increases have been noted. People are 
absorbing these substances and particles partly 
through respiration and partly via food. 

All the substances in the picture below have 
been found in the air we breathe. Our knowledge 
of their effects on the human body i quite limited, 
so we should try to minimise the use of these 
substances as far as possible. 

It is difficult, and may even be impossible, to 
determine the limits of how much the body can 
tolerate before the effects pose a risk to health. 
We know that reactions within the body are highly 
individual. The entire range of these chemicals in 
the office environment should undoubtedly be 
restricted and minimised wherever possible. 

e.g. chlorinated hydrocarbons, 
t ri( chlorethyl) phosphates 

Flame retardants 
e.g. polybrominated diphenyl ethers, 
tetrabromobisphenol A, tri(chlorethyl) 
phosphat es 
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Today's electrical power 
supply units generate 
high frequencies which 
increase the risks 

Never before in the whole of history has mankind 
been faced with so much exposure to electromag
netic fields as now. Today we are surrounded by 
electrical apparatus, a11 generating these fields. 
Sleeping next to a clock radio exposes you to just 
as powerful an electromagnetic field as if you 
were standing underneath a high tension power 
cable. 

The electromagnetic fields generated by 
different devices affect each other, and their 
interaction can give rise to field modulations of a 
completely new character. The overall effect of 
these interacting electromagnetic disturbances 
have not been investigated scientifically, but 
some researcher think that unbalanced currents 
evoked in this way can have a very adverse effect 
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on the human organism, although others believe 
that the radiation is completely harmless. One 
thing is however certain - these electromagnetic 
fields affect us a11, even if we don ' t yet know 
exactly how. The electromagnetic radiation that 
surrounds electrically-powered equipment is a 
polluting influence on the environment that is 
often completely unnece sary! In most cases it is 
possible to efficiently screen the equipment or 
move it to a separate room. 

One problem that has newly been discovered 
is that some electrical components, such as trans
formers and voltage converters for certain types 
of lighting and other devices, distort and "chop 
up" the electric current they produce into short
period pulses, with harmonics at frequencies 
above the basic frequency of the mains power 
supply. These brief pulses are accused by many 
of being a major health risk, not least for people 
who are suffering already from electrical hyper
sensitivity. 

The electromagnetic fields generated by the amount 
of electrical equipment present in today's offices 
interact with each other and often give rise to 
electrical disturbances, the effects of which on the 
human body are unknown. 
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Our most commonly used 
strip lighting gives out large 
amounts of unnecessary 
emissions and radiation 

The job of a lamp is to produce light - which is a 
kind of desirable emjssion. However, the fluor
escent tubes and power-saving lamps we use 
today also produce a great deal of unnecessary 
emissions, with what we can call undesired side
effects. The technology of a fluorescent tube is 
old, but even if such lamps can be considered as 
energy-saving in comparison to the usual filament 
bulbs, a conventional fluorescent tube is actually 

ELECTROMAGNETIC 
INTERFERENCE 

PVC /HEA; 

~i 
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environmentally harmful. It contains mercury, and 
must therefore not be thrown in the dustbin , but 
instead handed in for correctly handled disposal. 
The picture below shows some examples of the 
side-effects from a perfectly ordinary fluorescent 
tube, that can pose hazards and are in the main 
completely unnecessary. 

It used to be that environmental requirements 
imposed from outside, which meant changes in 
product design, were resisted by manufacturers 
on the grounds that it added cost and thereby 
lowered competitiveness. Now a new trend is 
beginning to appear. Product improvements based 
on concern for the environment are increas ing 
their attractiveness on the market, at the same 
time giving savings to manufacturers and in fac t 
increasing competitiveness. 

/ 

~ 
\ ~A-VIOLET RADIATION FLICKER 

CH MICALS 
BLINDING LIGHT ~ 

\ ~ 
There are still far too many flickering 
fluorescent tubes in old light fixtures that 
produce plenty of unnecessary emissions. 
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Good equipment is already 
on the way to presenting 
a NO RISK environment 

The route to NO RISK in the TT environment 
does not necessarily have to be long and difficult. 
We already have a number of products that are weJl 
on the way to NO RISK. There are many lighting 
units that are flicker-free, and high frequency -

Indirect light 

White ceiling 

Screened electrical housing 

New lighting technology has led to a great deal of 
improvement in respect of both general and single
point lighting. Flicker-free lamps wi t h screened 
fixtures can provide an extremely good lighting 
environment . 

Screened IT equipment 
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screened, which means that the tube itself is driven 
at a very high frequency, of about 30 000 Hz, 

instead of the more u ual 50 Hz of the mains. 
This eliminates flicker without the tube heating 

up. It also comes on immediately when switched 
on, without flashing on and off first. 

In most working conditions it is best for most 
of the light to be directed upwards so that it 

reflects off the ceiling. If necessary this can be 
complemented by single-point lighting aimed 
straight on to the working area. 

Screened HF-type lighting fixture 
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How dangerous are our 
mobile and cordless 
telephones? 

The truth is that no-one knows exactly how dan
gerous the radiation from these telephones is. 
Australia has recently introduced limit values for 
mobile phones that are much stricter than their 
equivalents in Sweden. Does this mean that the 
Australians know more about the risks associated 
with mobile phones than we in Sweden do? No, 
the degree of knowledge is about the same, but 
they have a much higher level of risk conscious
ness, since they are more exposed to the effects 
of human activities on the environment. The 
connection between skin cancer (or malignant 
melanoma) and increased ultraviolet radiation 
(Australia has been hit hard by the ozone hole) 
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has led to increased watchfulness by the authorities. 
The debate on mobile phones has also raged more 
fiercely in Australia, where one body of opinion 
wants the precautionary principle to apply until 
more is known about the possible risks. 

Radiation from mobjle telephones also affects 
other electronic equipment, such as aircraft and 
hospitals; it can penetrate thick walls and into the 
human body. 

There is now an increasing use in offices of 
internal telephony networks, using cordless DECT 
(Digital Enhanced Cordless Telephones) , which 
as a rule are used more often and for longer con
versations than mobile telephones. There is no 
knowledge about health risks from these, either. 

The scientists cannot even agree. Those limit 
values that exist have been set only on the basis 
of the thermal effects (heat radiation). Insufficient 
investigation has been made into any health threats 
from non-thermal effects that may be present. 

The DECT type of internal telephone 
system uses a network of radio 
base stations. Radio frequency fields 
are only generated when the tele
phone is in use. Unlike conventio
nal mobile telephones, the DECT 
has no power control, and therefo
re these telephones always operate 
at maximum power. DECT systems 
also use higher frequencies than 
mobile phones. SIF recommends that 
everyone who uses DECT in their 
work should have hands-free 
equipment, so that they can use a 
separate earphone and microphone. 
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Stress often lies behind 
the most common reasons 
for sickness absence 

About 70% of all occupational injuries are related 
to strain problems. This is a clear sign that the 
human body is often over-stretched, and one of 
the reasons for this is the stress imposed by 
working life. 

What are the limits of our capabilities? We 
don ' t know. We think that we are the best judges 
of when we have reached our limits, but by that 
time it's usually too late. 

Current research has di scovered that stress 
weakens our immune system. Everybody knows 
what it 's like to catch a cold just when stress is 
at its highest. The extent of this influence on the 
human immune system is not known, but many 

Positive stress is a natural protective behaviour 
that sharpens our senses and reinforces our 
inner resources. It stimulates the body and 
prepares us to increase our capabilities - for 
a limited period. 
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sufferers of electrical hypersensitivity and allergies 
have been found to have reduced levels of immuni
ty. The principle of "the straw that broke the 
camel's back" is quite likely to apply to many 
of the oversensitive reactions in our bodies. 

More and more experts now define stress as 
the largest health problem of our time. "A time 
bomb", say representatives of both the Health and 
Safety at Work and National Insurance organs. We 
already know that stress is a contributory factor to 
heart and coronary illnesses, high blood pressure, 
strain injuries and psycho-social problems. 

Stress is not just an automatic response to 
having a lot to do. Stress is built up of many 
factors , where inadequacy, lack of control of the 
work situation and deficient job satisfaction and 
enjoyment are important elements. In thi s way, 
even stress is but one example of the invi ible 
health problems that often only become visible 

once the damage has already been done. 

Negative stress is oppressive 
and destroys both job satis
faction and life's enjoyment . 
Stress really has little to do 
with how fast we have to 
work. Stress is brought 
about by what we don't 
manage to get done, all 
the things we ought to be 
doing, and it's our own bad 
consciences that are eating 
us away inside! 
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Is NO RISK possible or 
just plain ridiculous? 

"You could never take all the risks out of the 

work environment - NO RISK is j ust not attain
able" , many probably think after looking at SIF' 
vision. But many experts said just the same thing 
about removing chlorine from paper manufacture, 
freon from refrigerators and the harmful solvents 
in paint, putty and glue - impossible! That was 

the accepted view. Today we know better. 
It has to begin with customer demand, an 

opinion that has a direct effect on the market. 
Then an alternative appears. And alternatives 
do exist! 

26 

Automatic shut-down when the 
photocopier is not being used. 

Filters and sensors 
for carbon black 
and paper dust. 

La er printers are for example often equipped 

with ozone filters. Such filters need to be changed 
after ju t a couple of months use, but there is no 

requirement or even recommendation to do this. 
There are already well-known techniques that 

can be used to eliminate a whole group of un
necessary emissions from printers and photocopiers, 
that incl ude screens, sensors and fi lters. If we 
users get to know more about the subject we can 
also set demands when negotiating, and thereby 

apply pressure to bring about new and more user
adapted technology. 

NO RISK has here one of its most important 
tasks, with the aid of know ledge accumulation 

and co-operation with scientists and manufactur
ers, helping users to set high environmental 
demands when purchasing new equipment. 

No harmful chemicals or emis
sions, no noise. 

Filters and sensors for 
ozone and other gases. 

Completely emission-free 
photocopier. 
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High environmental 
demands favour exports 

Demands concerning both the external and work
ing environments stiffen competition and at the 
same time open new possibilities for companies 
to broaden their markets. Those who are investing 
in environmentally-adapted products right now 
have realised that it doesn ' t pay to "wait and see" 
if they want to take their place and compete for 
environmentally-conscious cu tomers in the inter
national marketplace. In societies that strive for 
long-term sustainable development it's only a 
matter of time before environmental demands 
exclude products that affect people and the environ
ment in a negative sense. 
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Severe environmental demands 
give Swedish forestry companies 

a competitive advantage 

"When our forestry industry embarked 
on environmental labelling, a lot of 
people complained of the risk of 
reduced profits. But when I met my 
European colleagues, many were very 
upset when they realised that it was 
such a great competitive advantage to 
the Swedish forestry industry that it 
would cause other countries problems." 

Anna Lindh, Dagens Nyheter 
(Swedish daily newspaper) May 11, 1998 

Environmental demands are at pre ent coming 
from two directions; from consumers, where a 
new sense of environmental awareness has grown 
up, and from companies who are demanding of 
their suppliers that they should have environmental 
management systems, and that their products must 
meet modern environmental and quality require
ments. 

Many companies are now changing their stra
tegy. Instead of waiting for limit values or directives 
from the authorities, they are being proactive in 
meeting the increasing demand for environmentally
adapted products. 

* The quotation below mentions brominated flame retar
dants (BFR), which consist of many different substances. 
Some are very dangerous to health and their use should 
therefore be forbidden immediately, while it is not clear 
yet how harmful others are. 

The Swedish government is 
taking an important step 

towards the NO RISK project 

"The Swedish government proposes 
that the entire group of chemicals 
that is suspected of damaging life 
shall be forbidden. As an example 
they name the brominated flame 
retardants* that are used in furniture 
and computers. 

To wait until research has fully 
explored these substances might take 
a century. We can't wait that long." 

Anna Lindh, Dagens Nyheter 
(Swedish daily newspaper) May 11, 1998 
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It's a matter of prevention, 
prevention and even 
more prevention! 

People who suffer from electrical hypersensitivity 
have, apart from the physical discomfort, almost 
always had also to put up with a distinct lack of 
sympathy and understanding from others. The 
difficulty this brings to recounting their problems 
causes many to keep quiet about the problem and 
try to suppress it. Once the damage has been 
done it is almost impossible to turn the clock 
back. The sensitivity increases, and regardless of 

what changes may be made in the work environ
ment, the problem tends to become chronic. Even 
if everything that can be done is done for those 
who are already suffering, preventive measures 
are the ones that can solve the problem. A lot of 
competence now exists in respect of planni ng 
electrically saniti ed workplaces to radically 
minimise the risk of being afflicted. The same 
must be done in the case of ridding our workplaces 
of airborne risk-fil1ed substances. 

NO RISK in the work environment is best 
created by preventive measures based on true 
knowledge of the problems and an overview of 
people and the environment. Until this knowledge 
becomes available, the precautionary principle 
must apply. 

At present we only try to solve prob lems after they have arisen 
= a method for those who are alrea dy ill 

With the NO RISK project, ill health shall never be permitted 
to occur = one method for all 
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The needs of our members 
started the build-up of 
knowledge and gave 
birth to the idea ol NO 
RISK in the IT environment 

When the general pub I ic first became aware of 

the alarming reports that linked electrical hyper

sen itivity to electromagnetic fields in the IT 

environment, many of its members asked SIF to 

find out the truth about this suddenly risk-filled 

... w hich shall lead to 
purchasing advice in 
such forms as TCO
certification 

Th is work is now 
continuing with the 
NO RISK project ... 
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... and the document 
Hypersensitive in IT 
Environments 

? • 
• 

environment. SIF then carried out a survey among 

its members and initiated co-operation with 

experts to investigate whether the concern was 

justified. As the amount of knowledge in this area 

grew, the members were kept informed, and 

received support in avoiding the phenomenon of 

electrical hypersensitivity. 

It is hoped that the NO RISK project shall 

lead to purchasing advice whereby SIF will be 

able to recommend suitable environmentally

labelled products, in turn leading to a reduction 

of the risk levels in the work environment and a 

simultaneous fa]] in the load imposed on the 

natural environment. 

? • 

Support 
material 

First the members were worried ... 

... which led to a 
survey ... 

... and a policy 
on electrical 
hypersensitivity 

This policy led to the prepar
ation of informative material, 
including the Office Checker 
for the Electrical Environment ... 
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The NO RISK project paves 
the way to ensuring that 
obvious health risks shall 
not be present in the future 
office environment 

Continuous research and development is going on 
among offic~ equipment man ufacturers and within 
the IT industry, and this has already led to a long 
li ·t of products that ease office work. However, as 
this brochure shows, new risk environments have 
been created. Hence it is necessary for the users' 

Photocopier 

Lighting 

34 

Mobile telephone 

I 

knowledge, real need for good equipment and 
demands for a risk-free work environment to 
reach the manufacturers. This influence would 
probably be most effective if industry could take 
into account the user expertise embodied in uch 
groups a the SIF membership. 

Users can also exercise their freedom of choice 
by only purchasing products that meet high level 
environmental requirements. Such "consumer 
power" has proved to be very effective within 
other product areas. 

When the market offers N 0 RISK products 
SIF will have achieved its aim, to improve the 
work environment for employees, while reducing 
the burden upon Nature. 

Printer 

NOLL 
RIS 

Furniture 

Portable computer 

Cabling and w iring 
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An important SIF initiative 

We live in an age that challenges the capabiJity of 
SIF to think in new ways within many areas. 
Globalisation of the economy and rapid IT devel
opment have radically changed the conditions in 
which we work. 

The NO RISK project devised by SIF for the IT 
environment is one example of new thiJ!king, a 
completely new model for applying trade union 
influence to development by using the "consumer 
power" of the members. Only products and equip
ment that can meet tight environmental require
ments shall be considered when negotiating, with 
a view to improving the working environment for 
the employees, while reducing Nature 's burden. 

This document has perhaps made you stop and 
think, in which case it has succeeded in its purpose. 
If, on the other hand, you feel worried, and per
haps powerless, the text has missed its mark. 
Worry doesn't solve anything, it's only through 
knowledge and practical measures that the work
ing environment can be improved. If you would 
like to know more, please contact your local chapter. 

Do you want to join in? 
Do you want to join in and contribute your ideas 
and expertise to this project? Which new products 
and aids would you like to see in the workplace? 
Become a part of the SIF knowledge network ! 
Let your local chapter know, or state your views 
and ventilate your opinions on the SIF home page at 
www.sif.se/cafesif (then choose SIF-miljo 99). 

EilF 
SW EDISH UNION OF CLERICA L AND TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES IN INDUSTRY 

S-105 32 Stockholm, Tel: +46-8-7897000, Fax: +46-8-79 17790 
E-mail: postservice@sif.se, visits to: Olof Pa Imes Gata 17 

SI F's homepage www.sif.se 
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Hypersens ·tive 
in IT environments 

Information concerning problems 

caused by hypersensitivity to electricity. 

Facts and advice to members of SIF. 

5ilF= 
SWEDISH UNION OF CLERICAL AND TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES IN INDUSTRY 

- for individual and industrial development -
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... 

' ' SIF's report from 1996 shows 

that the number of people who stated that they 

have serious or extremely serious problems has 

doubled in comparison with 1993. The number with 

extremely serious problems had increased from 3.1 

to 7 .6 per cent and the number of serious 

problems had increased in the latter investigation 

from 10.6 to 20.3 per cent. 

'' 



cone 

In 1993 SIF carried out an extensive enquiry into 
hypersensitivity to electricity among its members. The 
reason for the enquiry was increased concern and 
problems from an ever-increasing use of electricity. All SIF 
members were afforded opportunity to de cribe 

symptoms of hypersensitivity to electricity. A club 
questionnaire was also included with questions to union 
sections, white collar worker clubs and work place 
ombudsmen. At the end of 1994 SIF presented a final 

report in which the response to the questionnaires had 
been scientifically processed. According to the report many 
SIP members were affected. Up to one in ten white collar 
workers noted some form of trouble caused by electrical 
apparatus. An estimated 6,700 case of hypersensitivity to 
electricity were found among the union members. 

In 1995 a twelve-page summary, Hypersensitivity to 
electricity, was made of the final report. It attracted 
considerable attention and was translated to German and 

English. In easily-understood form it presented facts about 
hypersensitivity to electricity, who is affected by it, where 
and how symptoms appear, and a plan of action. 

In November 1996 SIP compiled a new report. This 
aroused considerable interest since the re ults in 1993 had 
been so alarming. Had the members' problems increased 
or decreased? The new report, Hypersensitivity to 
electricity, shows that the problems have increased. The 
number of SIF members who complained that they have 
serious or extremely serious problems had doubled in two 
years! 

This pamphlet presents facts from the latest report, 

Hyperse 11sitil'ity to elect ricity 
among 111e111bcrs o/S!F 

1993 enquiry 

Efovertcanslighet 
bland SIF-are 

M@dfemsunderso1cning 19!13 

Eloverkanslig 

Rapport fran 

medJemsenfcat 

Hypersensitivity to electricity 
Report from n11e11quiry 11111011g 111 e111 bcrs 

and information as to what those affected can do about it. 
By 1996 roughly twice as many people suffered from each of the thirteen 

symptoms listed in the 1993 questionnaire. As previously the problems were 
concentrated to the face and the problems here had substantially tripled. 
From eyes, nose and mouth, facial skin, and physical pain. 
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... 

NOSE 

EYES 
Symptoms: Difficulty in seeing, smarting, 
pain in eyes and feeling of grit in the eyes. 
Eye trouble is the most frequent symptom . 

In 7993 26.4% of those asked stated that 
they had serious trouble with their eyes. 
In 7996 t he number had increased to 48.4%. 

In 7 993 4 . 9 % of those asked stated that they 
had extremely serious trouble with their eyes. 
In 799614.6% stated that they had 
extremely serious trouble . 
Three times the number in three years! 

Symptoms: Stuffed nose, 
runny nose and sinusitis. 

In 7 993 1 3. 7 % of those asked 
had serious nasal problems. 
In 7 996 25 .4% stated that they 
had serious problems. 

In 7993 2.3% had extremely 
serious nasal problems. 
In 7 996 5.6% stated that they 
had extremely serious trouble . 
More than double! 

MOUTH 
Symptoms: Sores, blisters and 
metall ic taste in the mouth . 

In 1993 7% of those asked had serious problems. 
In 7 996 the proportion had increased to 1 5 % . 

In 1993 1.2 % had extremely serious oral problems. 
In 1996 th e number had increased to 3. 7% among 
those asked . 

MUCOUS MEMBRANES 
Symptoms: Dry mucous membranes and 
abnormal thirst. 

In 1993 13.5 % of those asked had 
serious problems. 
In 1996 the number with serious 
problems has risen to 29.4%. 

In 7 993 2 .4 % stated that they 
had extremely serious problems. 
In 7 996 the number had 
increased to 6.5%.Double! 
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SKIN 
Symptoms: Skin feels dry, redness and blotchy complexion . 
Sk in and eye trouble are the two most frequent symptoms 
of hypersensitivity. 

In 7993 21 .6% of SIF members asked stated that 
they had serious skin problems. 
In 1996 the number had increased to 44.6% . Double . 

In 7993 4 .7% had extremely serious skin problems. 
In 1996the number was 12%. That is a tripling of 
extremely serious skin problems 1 

HEADACHES 

FACIAL PAIN 

STINGING FACE 
Symptoms: Face feels hot, 
swollen, stings, and blisters 
appear. 

In 1993 13 .9% had serious 
facial problems. 
In 1996 36% stated that 
they had serious problems. 
A lmost a tripling in three 
years 

In 19934.2% had 
extremely serious problems. 
In 7996 it was 11.7% . 

Symptoms: Besides all over the face, the 
pain is concentrated in teeth and jaws. 

In 7993 9 .1 % had serious problems . 
In 7996 t he proportion was 24.3% . That's 
almost a t ripling in three years . 

In 1993 2 % had extremely serious problems. 
Jn 7996 the number had more than tripled . 
7 .4 % stated that they had extremely serious 
problems from facial pain . · 

Symptoms: Not only headaches but loss of rnemory 
and feel ings of depression. 

In 1993 17.9% of those asked had serious problems. 
In 1996 the number had more than doubled to 37 .6%. 

In 1993 4.2 % had extremely serious problems. 
In 1996 the number had doubled to 8.8%. 



TIREDNESS 
Symptoms: Abnormal tiredness and 
difficulty in concentrating . 

In 1993 20% had serious symptoms 
of this type. 
By 1996 the number had doubled . 
42.9% had serious trouble with tiredness 
and difficulty in concentrating . 

In 7 993 t he number with extremely 
serious problems was 4.9%. 
In 7 996, three years later, 11 % stated 
that they had extremely serious trouble . 

JOINT PAINS 
Symptoms: Pain in 
shoulders, arms and joints . 

In 7993 22.4% of SIF 
members had serious 
problems. 
In 7996 t he number of 
35% . 

In 7 993 5.3% of those 
asked answered that they 
had extremely serious 
trouble with joint pains. 
In 7 996 the number had 
increased to 10% -
substantially double. 

NUMBNESS 
Symptoms: Numbness in arms and legs, 
cramp and pricking sensation. 

In 1993 the symptoms were described 
as serious by 12.9%. 
In 7 996 24% stated that they had serious symptoms. 

In 1993 2.8% had extremely serious symptoms. 
In 7996 the number had increased to 7 .1 %. That is thus 
double as many who indicated that they were troubled 
by numbness, cramps and pricking sensation. 

ity to electricity 

DIZZINESS 
Symptoms: Feeling of faintness, nausea and dizziness. 

In 7 993 8.8% stated that they were seriously troubled 
by these symptoms. 
In 7 996 the number had more than doubled to 19%. 

In 1993 2.3% were extremely seriously troubled by 
giddiness. 
In 7996 the number had increased to 5.3% . 

BREATHING 
Symptoms: Difficulty in 
breathing , palpitations. 

In 7993 5.8% had these 
serious problems. 
In 7996 the number had 
increased to 14.5% . 

In 1993 2 % of those asked 
had extremely serious difficulty. 
In 1996 the proportion of those 
with extremely serious difficulty 
had increased to 4.2 %. 

If a// 13 of the symptoms listed are combined it is found that the number 
of SIF members stating that they suffer serious problems has doubled. 
In 1993 10.9% of those asked stated that they had serious problems. 
In 1996 the number had increased to 20.3%. 
In 1993 3.1 % stated that they had extremely serious problems. 
In 1996 7.6% stated that they had extremely serious problems. 
That is more than double in three years. 
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'' You are the one to notice 

the warning signals from your body. Regardless 

of whether your health is affected by electric and 

magnetic fields, chemical emissions or something 

else, it is your own self -diagnosis, your own 

impression of your state of health that matters. 

All measures taken, such as reorganization of 

electrical systems, etc., being put on the 

sick list, rehabilitation, must depart 

from this fact. ' ' 



ELECTRIC AND MAGNETIC FIELDS are becoming denser around us, both at home 
and at work. They are polluting our environment and every tenth white collar 

worker suffers in some way from them. Besides problems from electric and 
magnetic fields it is now suspected that many chemicals are emitted from 

electrical apparatus. These are frequently placed close to the user and in areas 
without sufficient ventilation to remove the damaging substances. The prob

lems are thus caused both by electric and magnetic fields and also by the 
chemicals emitted by the apparatus. 

Most research does not support sufferers. Research takes a long time. DDT, 

growth sub tances, asbestos plates and liquid putty were used for many years. 
People became ill but it took decades before research workers were able to 

establish the health risk. 
Neither do those affected receive much support from society. Doctors 

seldom diagnose the problem as hypersensitivity to electricity. Furthermore, 
the social insurance office refuses to accept this diagnosis. 

The supervising authorities are sceptical to reorganizing electrical systems 

in work places. It is considered too expensive. However, it is often quite the 

contrary: the insurance company Skandia is one of several companies that has 

reorganized the electrical systems at its work places. Skandia sets aside SEK 100 
per employee and this has resulted in a dramatic reduction in sick listing. 300 

SAS employees had symptoms prior to reorganization of electrical systems and 

other measures. Today no-one is sick-listed for hypersensitivity to electricity 
and the company has established a purchasing policy for display screens and 
electrical apparatus. 

SIF's objective with this publication is to provide facts, support and advice 

to its members. As a member you are entitled to know your rights and to be 
able to arrive at a solution to your problems. 

The following pages offer information and hints on how to act in approach
ing your colleagues, union, employer, company health services, medical services 

and local social insurance office. Information is also provided about various 
supervising authorities and their areas of responsibility. 
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... What to do if you suffer symptoms 

AT WORK we are surrounded by a constantly increasing quantity of electrical 
apparatus. Computers, copying machines, printers, mobile telephones, fluo
rescent lighting, coils of cables, etc. all generate electric and magnetic fields. 
Health-impairing chemicals such as flame-resistant compositions are also 
emitted from the apparatus. 

Problems from electrical equipment constitute a work environment prob
lem. It is the responsibility of the employer to ensure that no employees suffer 
ill-health. The employer shall draw up a work environment policy which is 
updated following a specific plan. The work environment shall be checked 
regularly and problems dealt with. According to the work environment act, 
measures shall be taken to prevent all imaginable forms of work environment 
damage. 

THE PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE shall prevail. According to the work environ
ment act concern over the situation in the work environment is sufficient 
reason for the employer to take measures. On the basis of known working life 
know-how, risks or possible injuries from electric and magnetic fields, for 
instance, shall be prevented and remedied. Limit values for electro-magnetic 
fields no longer exist. The precautionary principle has been adopted by the 
supervisory authorities. 

Environment ombudsmen are available at SIF's branch offices and at the 
union's offices in Stockholm, who can give you, your colleagues and the 
management advice and opinions. An overall view is essential to ensure success 
in questions of hypersensitivity to electricity. 

DON'T WAIT to take up problems. From the responses to the questionnaires it is 
evident that many people (particularly men) remain silent about their discom
fort. It is important to start a discussion at the work place as soon as symptoms 
of hypersensitivity to electricity appear. Relatively simple measures may be 
sufficient if the problems are dealt with early. Start by listing and documenting 
problems. Get the work environment ombudsman to help. Go through the 
following points: 
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• Which apparatus is/are causing the problems? 
• Are there several in the company who may experience problems? 
• What is the situation at other similar work places? 
• Is expert help available for study and analysis of the electrical work environ

ment? 
• Does the equipment comply with requirements drawn up by the company 

or required locally by SIF? 
• Carry out study visits to companies which have implemented successful 

reorganization of their electrical systems, in order to get ideas for various 
types of solutions and to exchange experience. 



According to the work environment act the employer is 
responsible for ensuring that no employee suffers ill-health 

SIMPLE MEASURES can be taken to improve the work environment and prevent 
problems. Move electrical equipment further away from your own work place. 
The distance to the computer screen should be 70-80 cm and spectacles for use 
during work at computers should be adjusted for this distance. Try to limit the 
time spent working at the computer screen. Another important measure is to 
keep the whole office as free from dust as possible. Try to have a clean desk and 
clean floors. Other simple measures: 
• Replace fluorescent lamps with earthed lighting and bulbs 
• Avoid steel constructions in office equipment when building or converting 
• Sort out cable coils 
• Allow newly purchased office equipment to run at maximum power for 

several days in a well-ventilated room that is not used as a work place 
(This eliminates problems from chemical 
compounds being emitted from various 
components in new equipment.) 

KONTORSPROVARE FOR 

ELMIL]_Q • Check the ventilation 
• SIF's Office Tester for Electrical Environments 

is a good help. This is a guide to preventing 
hypersensitivity to electricity and can be used 
in the work of planning internal control. 
It provides a list of various critical points 
that should be checked and dealt with. 

Office Tester for 
Electrirnl E11 viro11111e11ts 

If you have to seek medical advice 

YOUR OWN OPINION SHALL BE RESPECTED. It is your feeling which is relevant. 
You should not have to ((prove" that you are not feeling well. If you talk to your 
boss, the company doctor or another doctor about your problems, you opin
ion, your feelings shall be the starting point for the conversation. 

In May 1997 a major investigation from Lund University was presented in 
which 40,000 patients had been monitored for 14 years. The research 
workers ascertained that people are very well able to observe the body's 

warning signa ls themselves. The conclusion was that considerably more 
attention must be paid to what the patients themselves say. 

9 



CONSULT THE COMPANY'S DOCTOR if your trouble becomes acute. Most compa
nies have either their own company health service or are associated with a 
health service. If this is not the case at your place of work, then consult your 
own GP. 

The level of knowledge concerning hypersensitivity to electricity varies 
greatly in company health services and public health services. Don't be satisfied 
with ointments and pain-killers that just relieve the symptoms for the time 
being. Listen instead to your body's warning signals and seek the cause of the 
problems. 

To discover the cause of your problems, start by talking to your work 
colleagues. There may be others who react like you do. Go to your boss and to 
the work environment ombudsman. Request a meeting at which you take up 
your problems. A representative from the company health services may attend 
the meeting. Take up such problems as: What your symptoms are; Which 
electrical apparatus may have caused the symptoms; Is there any experience in 
the company of dealing with these problems? Draw up a time schedule for 
concrete measures. It is important that a record is kept of the meeting. 

IT IS IMPORTANT THAT YOU YOURSELF ARE ACTIVE and push for feasible 
solutions. Rely on your symptoms and make sure that the company health 
services do not look upon your problem solely as a medical or psychosomatic 
problem but as a work environment question. Demand that an analysis of the 
work environment be carried out before any referral to skin specialists or the 
like is written out. 

TURN TO THE PUBLIC HEALTH SERVICES if you have acute problems and the 
company you work for has no company health service. You can also be referred 
by the company's doctor. It may be a good idea to have a close relative or friend 
who knows about the problem with you when you visit the doctor. Two 
understand more than one and it helps to have the support of someone who is 
not so emotionally involved as oneself. 

10 

You must be prepared to be active. Discuss your problems thoroughly with 
the doctor, your symptoms and what you think is causing them. Do not 
demand a diagnosis of "hypersensitivity to electricity". It is not accepted by the 
social insurance office. Keep to specific symptoms instead- headache, burning 
face, problems at the computer screen, etc. Make sure they are entered in your 
case record. 

If you visit the medical services several times it may be a good idea to read 
through your case record together with the doctor so that you can explain and 
emphasize certain things. If anything has been left out or is not clear from the 
notes you can ask to have it entered. Good documentation provides legal 
protection for both doctor and patient. 



"Treatment of patients who relate their problems to amalgam or electricity" 

is a pamphlet which can be ordered from the Swedish National Board of 

Health and Welfare. It is included in the Board's statute book "General 

advice", and is published as guidance to medical staff, particularly doctors 

in primary medical care. 

"Hypersensitivity to electricity" 
is not accepted as a diagnosis. 

THE SOCIAL INSURANCE OFFICE (local and national) does not accept a diagnosis 

of "hypersensitivity to electricity". However, the insurance office must consider 

all syrnptoms of hypersensitivity to electricity. According to the definition in a 

letter from the Swedish Ministry for Health and Social Affairs to the Swedish 

National Social Insurance Office, the following should be deemed an illness: 

.. . Any abnormal state of body or mind not in keeping with the normal process 
of life is designated an illness ... 

The senior consultant of the Swedish National Social Insurance Office com

ments on the Ministry's definition as follows: 

':4n expert opinion concerning being allergic to electricity directed to RFV, the 
Swedish National Social Insurance Office, confirms that it is sufficient that the 
clinical symptoms show that functional ability is affected. The patient cannot 
be blamed for the fact that the diagnosis is scientifically unclear." 

The RFV writes as follows in an investigation (November 1996) concerning 

rules for compensation in cases of hypersensitivity to electricity: 

"Problems or symptoms the insured person suffers from may in certain cases 
give entitlement to sickness benefit, at least for short periods. These may be 
problems such as headaches, tiredness, dizziness, nausea, rashes, mental dis
turbances, etc. It is not necessary for the cause of the problems to be explained 
but for the insured person to be entitled to sickness benefit the problems/ 
symptoms must reduce his/her ability to work." 

Major decisions on early retirement, handicap compensation, mileage allow

ance and the like shall be determined by the municipal social insurance board. 

If you are notified that your sickness benefit is to be withdrawn you can ask for 

the case to be reviewed. You can request to be present yourself, or through a 

representative, to argue your case at the meeting of the Board. 

If the Insurance Office cites an assessment from the insurance doctor you 

are entitled to request a meeting with the doctor to state your case and to "give 

the problem a face". 
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.... If you become ill 
- file an industrial injury report 

IT IS CURRENTLY EXTREMELY DIFFICULT to have hypersensitivity to electricity 
classified as an industrial injury. If hypersensitivity to electricity is classified as 
an industrial injury the insurance offices will automatically appeal against the 
deci ion and it is without exception revoked in higher instances. Furthermore, 
the new industrial injury regulations have in general made it more difficult to 
get injuries on the job classified and approved as industrial injuries. 

However, to draw attention to the problem it is important for as many 
people as possible to act as often as possible so that the extent of the problem of 
hypersensitivity to electricity appears in official statistics. 

THIS IS WHAT TO DO when you experience problems from electromagnetic fields or 
chemical emissions from apparatus at the work place. Inform your boss, the 
work environment ombudsman and your company health services (or public 
health services), and make sure that the problems are documented! 

It is the employer's responsibility to investigate all cases of ill health, to 
perform risk analyses and to compile statistics every year concerning the state 
of the work place (according to regulations of the Swedish National Board of 
Occupational Safety and Health on internal control of the work environment). 

If you become ill a a result of the electrical environment, make sure that the 
employer filesthe an industrial injury report. It is important that it is signed by 
the employer, you yourself and the work environment ombudsman. The re
port shall be sent both to the insurance office and Labour Inspectorate. 

What does the Labour Inspectorate do? 

THE LABOUR INSPECTORATE IS A REGIONAL SUPERVISORY AUTHORITY which 
examines how the work environment law is applied in practice. The Labour 
Inspectorate offers advice, performs inspections and sometimes writes injunc
tions to take measures. 
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The Labour Inspectorate can be called in, preferably in agreement with the 
local work environment ombudsman and your immediate superior, to con
tribute with an analysis of your work environment situation: heating, ventila
tion, chemical emissions, density of electrical apparatus, unearthed tubular 
steel constructions, etc. 

Since there are as yet no limit values for the most usual electrical office 
machines, a discussion of the work environment can be held with the Labour 
Inspectorate based on the Office Tester, the Swedish Confederation of Profes
sional Employees' guide values and official precautionary principles. The pam
phlet entitled "Official precautionary principles relating to low-frequency electric 
and magnetic fields, Guidance for decision-makers" is available from the Swedish 
National Board of Occupational Safety and Health. The Labour Inspectorate 
also gives advice and answers questions on the Swedish National Board of 
Occupational Safety and Health's regulations from private individuals. 



SUPERVISION AND LEGAL SECURITY 

Parliamentary Ombudsman, JO 
JO examines primarily complaints from individuals against 
official authoritie and departments. lf, for instance, an 
authority does not respond to a letter of enquiry, or if the 
letter has not been recorded as received, JO may be ap
proached and will then determine whether the authority 
has acted in accordance with current parliamentary and 
government instructions . 

The Health and Medical Services' Responsibility 
Board, HSAN 
If you consider you have be treaLed incorrectly by the med i
cal servjces you can yourself report the circumstances to 
HSAN who will investigate the matter and determine any 
consequences for the person responsible. The consequences 
may vary from a mild disciplinary reminder to revocation 
of medical authorization . 

The Swedish National Board of Health 
and Welfare 
You can also turn to the Swedish National Board of Health 
and Welfare which is responsible for the public medical 
services. This Board can investigate information concerning 
grievances . In the case of serious errors the Board may pass 
the matter on to HSAN or even to a court of law for 
disciplinary action. 

The patients' ombudsman 
Adv ice and support is available from the patients' ombuds
man - to be found at all large hospitals. You can discuss the 
problem here, retaining your anonymity as regards the medi 
cal personnel to whom the criticism or grievance applies. 
The task of the patients ' ombudsman is to ensure that a 
patient's points at issue and legal security are observed 
should the patient w ish to can:y the discussion further with 
for instance, a doctor. 

The Swedish National Board of Occupational 
Safety and Health 
The Lask of the Swedish National Board of Occupational 
Safety and Health is to ensure that work environment 
regulation are adhered to in a ll public and private 
companies. Work environments shall be regularly inspected 
via the various labour inspectorates all over Sweden . A Ja
bour inspector can instruct companies to take certai n 
measures in the work environment and can even decide to 
close down work places. Copies of injuries and accidents at 
work places and in schoo ls shal l be sent to the labour 
inspectors. Employers, safety ombudsmen and even 
individuals can tum to the labour inspector concerning such 
matters as interpretation of the many regulatjons concerning 

work environment existing in the Swedish National Board 
of Occupationa l Safety and Health 's statute book, AFS. 

The Swedish National Social Insurance Board, RFV 
The Swedish National Social Insurance Board has the over
all responsibility for the local health insurance offices. RFV 
is responsible for ensuring that the local offices follow the 
current regu lations and issue directives for applying the 
rules concerning sickness benefit and industrial injury 
questions, for instance. RFV investigates complaints 
relating to the local offices and answer questions relating 
to principles concerning sickness insurance. 

Major decisions of the local offices are reached by the 
social insurance committees cons isting of elected repre
sentatives. These may concern sickness benefit, handicap 
compensation, taxi service for the disabled, etc. Appeals 
may be filed against the decisions in the next instance, the 
county administrative court. 

The Swedish National Electrical Safety Board 
The Swedish National Electrical Safety Board is responsible 
for issuing directives for installation of electrical equipment 
at work places and in home . It is re ponsible for ensuring 
that the equipment is safe for personal use, reliable and 
fireproof through the electrical inspectorates existing 
throughout Sweden. Advice and infom1ation is available 
from either the nearest electrical Inspectorate or to the Na
tional Electrical Safety Board in all questions concerning 
the construction of electrical equipment. 

The Swedish National Board for Consumer 
Policies and the consumer ombudsman, KO 
The Board for Consumer Policies and KO sh al I offer 
households and consumers advice and support concerning 
dangerous products, for instance. The product safety act 
and product responsibility act (as wel l as the regulations in 
the Strong current directives at the National Electrical Safety 
Board) are app li cable for electrical apparatus for which KO 
has inspection responsibility. Clear safety information and 
instructions for use shall be provided in the Swedish 
language for all products. Misleading advertising, poor or 
incomplete information about electrical products are issues 
that KO investigates and adv ises consumers on. 

Although no limit values are yet defined for electro
magnetic fields specifying that a certain apparatus is 
dangerous, the cautionary principle shall be cited. Does the 
product information lack guidance as to the cautionary 
principle or does it even claim that the product is not 
dangerous? lf so the matter shall be pointed out to KO , the 
National Electrical Safety Board or the National Board of 
Occupational Safety and Health. 



takes hypersen ricity seriously 

THE LOCAL UNION EFFORTS determine the development of work environment 
issues. SJF's attitude is to cooperate resolutely with the employer in order to 
analyse and remedy problems in the work environment. The aim of the SIF 
club and elected representatives is to work towards environmental burdens 
from electricity and chemical emissions to be minimized to levels which are 
harmless to mankind. 

To attain this goal SIF must be active in the choice and purchase of equip
ment and apparatus, resulting in adaptation to the users and thus prevention 
of illness. This is best achieved by every SIF club or work-place ombudsman 
(clubless member through contact with the union branch) contributing to a 
purposeful purchasing policy for equipment for the company being drawn up, 
with specified requirements (laid down in the work safety committee) for the 
equipment, based on known facts . 

According to SIF's policy, in the case of hypersensitivity to electricity the SIF 
clubs and work environment ombudsmen shall avail themselves of current 
know-how, compile experience from the local work place and offer those 
affected support in various ways. They shall see to it that the employer com
pbes with the laws and regulations in existence and, by cooperating with those 
affected, represent them when necessary against employers and authorities. 
They shall also spread know-how and inform their members about hypersensi
tivity to electricity. 

SIF SHALL WORK CENTRALLY towards hypersensitivity to electricity being accept
ed as an industrial injury, towards those affected receiving rehabilitation, and 
to research contributing explanations. This has been determined at the last two 
congresses. SIF therefore carried out the enquiry on this problem among its 
members and drew up the Office Tester as a practical check list. 
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SIF's environment ombudsman has established an interdisciplinary net
work in which various specialists cooperate to draw attention to the issues. 

SIF is investing funds in work trial places with associated accommodation 
sections. There are five of these in Aderstorp, Skelleftea. SIF provides comput
ers and other equipment to enable work to be carried out at a distance. People 
who are hypersensitive to electricity can test how much electricity they can 
stand since the work places have different levels of electricity. 

SIF is also investing considerable sums in research to find reasons and 
connections as to why some of us suffer from hypersensitivity in office envi
ronments. 

SIP is planning to issue a Guide on electronic products and apparatus as a 
tool to give users the knowledge to place demands on products with harmless 
levels of emission. 



SIF's policy 
with regard to hypersensitivity to electricity 

Stipulated by the union's Board 19 June 1995 

On its own initiative SIP shall: 

1 . Take the concern of its members and the problems of those affected seriously. 
This means that the union endeavours to support those affected through 
measures. 

2 . Through education and information the union shall work towards creating a 
work climate of trust, understanding and accommodation. 

3. Through education and information the union shall work towards increasing 
knowledge about hypersensitivity to electricity. 

In cooperation with others SIF shall: 

4. By contributing to producing aids, the union shall encourage SIF clubs/work 
environment ombudsmen to assist those affected. 

5. By means of political pressure the union shall encourage intensified research 
into finding the connection between symptoms and cause. 

6. By means of political pressure the union shall work towards hypersensitivity to 
electricity being classified as an illness and industrial injury. 

Congress decisions on hypersensitivity to electricity 

In 1990 the SIF congress decided to establish a computer screen scholarship. 

In 1993 the congress decided to demand that hypersensitivity to electricity be 
classified as an industrial injury. The congress also decided to force the requirements 
for increased resources for research into the factors suspected of triggering injuries in 
electrical and computer screen environments. 

The congress decided to push the issue of financial support to all those with 
injuries from electricity and computer screens and that SlF shall give strong support 
to members suffering injuries and shall require improvements enabling everyone to 
return to work. 

The congress decided that SIF shall urge TCO to increase its efforts to find a 
solution to hypersensitivity to electricity. 

In 1996 the congress decided that SIF shall work towards a work environment that 
does not make anyone ill and that this is a right that goes without saying. 

The congress decided that SIF shall provide financial support to the research into 
hypersensitivity to electricity (MSEK 0.8/year for four years). 

The congress also decided that SIF shall continue to further the demand to have 
hypersensitivity to electricity approved as an industrial injury and that SIF shall help 
to obtain documentation for a reference work place where those who are hypersensi
tive to electricity can work. 
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Nobody should become ill due to the work place. That was what the SIF 
congress decided. SIF's work on work environment is based on this decision, 
among others. The decision is in turn based on all the conversations with and 
correspondence SIF receives from members who have become hypersensitive 
to electricity as a result of the ever-increasing electronic density in the IT 
environment at work places. 
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SIF's latest questionnaire, reported starting on page 6 of this publication, 
reveals that symptoms of hypersensitivity to electricity are affecting more and 
more people and becoming increasingly serious. Those affected often lack any 
support from society. Research is directed to the antiquated explanation of 
mental disturbance. The health insurance offices withdraw sickness benefit 
that has already been granted and refuse to grant sickness benefit for new cases 
of hypersensitivity to electricity resulting in reduced work ability. 

SIF's work on work environment into the new century is directed to a 
human IT environment. SIF is therefore working towards the concept of 
HUMAN EMC. The EMC directive involves demands on the manufacturer to 
produce computers that do not disturb a pacemaker, for instance, but there are 
no directives stating that a computer may not disturb the biology of a human 
being. 

SIF appeals to the art of Swedish engineering to gradually develop electron
ic apparatus and components which are free of non-functional emissions in 
the form of chemicals and electromagnetic fields. 

We will then have a work environment in which nobody need risk his/her 
health at the place of work. 

Bruno Hagi 
Environment ombudsman particularly concerned with 

questions of hypersensitivity to electricity 
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In 1993 SIF carried out an extensive enquiry into hypersensitivity to electricity among its members. 
A summary of the results, "Hypersensiti ve to electricity" was compiled in 1995. It attracted considerable 

attention and was translated to German and English. Facts, who was affected, where and how 
the symptoms appear were presented in easy-to-read form , as well as an action programme. 

At the end of 1995 SIF carried out a new enquiry. There was considerable interest 
in view of the fact that the results from 1993 were so alarming : Had members' 
problems increased or decreased? It was found that the problems of hypersensitivity 
to electricity have increased . The number of SIF members who answered that they 
suffer serious or extremely serious problems caused by hypersensitivity to electricity 
has doubled in two years! 

This publication, "Hypersensitive in IT environments" briefly presents facts from 
the latest questionnaire in which SIF asked all members if they were troubled by 
hypersensitivity to electricity. It also offers advice on how the person affected can 
act at work, in contact with the medical services and the national insurance office. 

SIF - for individual and industrial developmentt · 
• Development of competence and profession 
• Individual salaries 
• Away with differences in pay between men and women which 

are not objective 
• Shorter and more flexible working hours 
• Renewal and growth in industry 

More jobs and support for unemployed members 

SIF is 
• The union for all clerical and technical employees in industry, 

building, property, IT, media, energy and consultancy branches 
• Independent of political parties. 

5ilF 
SWEDISH UNION OF CLERICAL AND TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES IN INDUSTRY 

5-105 32 St ockholm, Tel: +46-8-7897000, Fax: +46-8-7917790 

E-mail : postservice@sif.se, visits to: Olof Pal mes Gata 17 

SI F's home page www.sif.se 
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