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One of my frustrations in General
Practice is the frequent attendance
of young Kurdish men with trivial
complaints requesting sick notes.
The LMC has also been concerned
about requests for sick notes,
particularly from employees of a
chicken factory in Ashbourne. John
Eisenberg and | have explored the
possible underlying reasons that
may account for these consulta-
tions. | have even discussed this
with our Kurdish interpreter who
puts it down to a health seeking
behaviour which is essentially
cultural.

Nevertheless, John felt it would be
educational for the Registrars at
Macklin Street to have a glimpse of
working conditions at a chicken fac-
tory and perhaps understand how
their Occupational Health section
looks after their employees. The
assumption was that, this would be
in sharp contrast to Rolls Royce or
Toyota who actively make efforts to
improve the health of their employ-
ees and modify their work environ-
ment for this purpose.

Much to my dismay what awaited
me was a full tour of the factory that
lasted for nearly 2 hours. At the
end we were short of time and

hence our chat with the lady in
charge of Occupational Health
lasted for 10 minutes. There went
all our plans to confirm our
impression of the service they
provided (or did not provide) to their
employees. What we did observe
and learn was that only 1% of
employees on the shop floor were
native English speakers. The rest
were primarily people from Eastern
European countries and Iraq.

In recent years, local workers
from Ashbourne felt this kind of
work was too menial for them and
have since moved to work in the cit-
ies. The current employees are
transported in buses between Derby
and Ashbourne everyday. They
work 6-8 hour shifts with one 30
minute break, and the shift manager
volunteered that they did take an
additional 10 minutes here and
there as well! While | found the
shop floor as horrifying as | ex-
pected it to be, | should perhaps put
that aside and look at the human
aspect of it. Standing on your feet
for hours on end in freezing
conditions and doing a monotonous
job, with very little chance of
interacting with your colleagues be-
cause of the loud machinery would
not have been my idea of an ideal

job. Quite a few of the foreigners
working here are highly trained
professionals in their own countries
and have had to compromise by
working in factories here because of
their immigration circumstances.
One of my patients who has been
working there for more than 4 years
is paid less than £6/hour!

This is just one factory in the
developed world that | have
mentioned. How do we begin to
understand occupations that are so
alien to us - jobs that are
considered too degrading even for
the natives of this country? Ina
similar situation would we be willing
to do such jobs under the conditions
described? What are our roles as
GPs to these foreigners? What are
our roles as fellow human beings?
Have we played a role in creating
these circumstances either actively
or passively? Do we appreciate the
backbreaking work put into ensuring
that our lives continue unchanged?
I left humbled, and with empathy for
those patients who appear to show
a reluctance to go back to work
after what seems like a trivial
ailment. The Horror House of
Chickens certainly left its mark on
me.



DATE FOR YOUR DIARY

Trainers’ Workshop
Wednesday 10 October 2007
Room 201, Devonshire House, DRI

6pm to 9pm

More details to follow.
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