Ruling links mental iliness to aluminum Electrician wins WCB benefits in decision hailed as
‘landmark’
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In a ruling that ¢ ould affect thousands of workers, a Toronto ¢ onstruction electrician has won the right to rec eive compensation benefits
for mental problem s caused by working with aluminum.

The unanim ous decision by the W orkers' Compensation Appeals Tribunal m arks the first official recognition of alum inum exposure in
the workplace as causing a neurologic al disease, like Alzheimer's.

“The evidence of the causal link . . . is highly persuasive," the three-member panel concluded in a written verdict. “"The evidence of any
other possible causal factor in the worker's disability is virtually non-existent.'

It was shown that the construction electrician for years, would routinely w eld aluminum pipes, grind the m etal, spray aluminum paint,
and sand with aluminum oxide sandpaper.

Unless it is set aside by W orkers' Compensation Board direc tors, the ruling is expected to cause a deluge of ¢ laims from workers in
mining, construction, auto parts plants and in the airc raft industry.

“It's a landmark decision,” said Hamilton-based worker advocate Stan Gray, w ho steered the case through six years of rejections and
appeals before the tribunal ru ling.

But the elec frician at the heart of this case can't savor his victory.

"I have no excitement - it doesn't mean anything to m e," said the 51 -year-old man, who hasn't worked since 1990 due to profound
memory problems.

He isn't identified in the tribu nal decision. Because of the stigma associated with mental illnes s, he has asked that his name not be
published by The Star.

| forget my own birthday,” he s aid. "W hen the priest says the Holy Rosary, | can't follow it. If | read s omething, | can't retain it. I'm
reluctant to talk to people."

But what hurts most is a yawning gap betw een him and his two children - one in elem entary school and the other in high s chool.

"I know | embarrass them," he said. 'l try to stay away if they go into public places. | can't help them at school. W hen they bring their
report card it does n't mean anything to m e.

“I've retreated from them," he said, adding it's largely for their s ake that he does n't want his name reported.
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The role of alum inum in neurclogic al problem s has been controversial for several years, and the tribunal relied heavily on findings
presented by Toronte Hos pital neurclogis t Dr. Donald M cLachlan, director of the Centre for Res earch on Neurodegenerative Dis eases,
from 1987 to 1984.

McLachlan found el evated levels of this metal in the worker's blood. And he s ubjected the electrician to a battery of brain s ¢ans and
electronic brain monitoring - all of which ruled out a tum or or other injury as the cause of his symptoms.

When excess aluminum was cleared from the worker's body, using a treatm ent called chelation, his menta! condition s topped
worsening. The rem aining dis ability, how ever, is so severe that he'll never w ork again, McLachlan reported.

For years, the WCB refused to grant the w orker benefits, arguing that as an electrician he had only lim ited exposure to alum inum and
not nearly enough to ¢ ause damage.

The tribunal ruling m eans that benefits will finally flow to the cash-strapped worker and his family, Exactly how much they'll get depends
on a WCB assessment of the extent of his disability.

But Gray, the worker advocate, said a package for total dis ability is clearly warranted given MeLachlan's findings. Such a package
would be worth at leas t $500,000, he s aid.

WCB spokesperson Renato Ciolfi s aid he couldn't comment on the tribunal ruling, adding that eac h claim of aluminum-related injury is
assessed on its individual m erits.

At the pres ent, we don't have a s pecific policy relating to alum inum neurotoxicity," he said.

According to m edical evidence filed with the tribunal, the w orker's memory loss was gradual and ins idicus. First he forgot telephone
numbers, recalling onty the firs t three digits .

Then he began m aking more and more mistakes at work. As a construction electrician he was employed by a variety of ¢ ontractors
since 1966, at job s ites including several Metro hospitals and the Eaton Centre.

| was reprimanded num erous times. On a two- or three- hour job | would spend the whole day,” he s aid. "1 was laughed at (by co-
workers) - made fun of.”

As his condition worsened, he would go to wrong job sites or arrive without his tools. He would los e track of where he park ed his car,
and often ran out of fuel w hile driving - forgetting to buy gas oline.

He found blu eprints increasingly diffic ult to interpret and began m aking dangerous errors such as mixing high-voltage and low -voltage
cables.

| was afraid near the end,” he s aid. *'1 could have killed somebody. | could have been burned to as hes. | don't k now If | cried.”

The end came when a 10-tonne dies el generator he w as installing slipped off an im properly installed jack and crushed one of his
fingertips in Septerm ber, 1989,

He was fired a few months later, after rec overing from the injury and trying to res ume his job.
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