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Low-cost interventions proposed to reduce cotton dust in factories 
KARACHI: Given the severity of health risks in textile mills and a lack of understanding among workers of 
occupational health and safety hazards, the Aga Khan University (AKU) launched a study to assess the 
effectiveness of low-cost interventions in reducing cotton dust levels in textile factories. 
 
A colourless and odourless substance, cotton dust is an unavoidable by-product of the process that converts 
raw cotton into yarn, or yarn into fabric. 
 
Exposure, according to experts, causes short-term irritation in the nose, eyes and chest and long-term 
damage to the lungs leading to chronic respiratory diseases like byssinosis, also called brown lung disease or 
‘Monday fever’. 
 
The four low-cost interventions to be used for the trial comprise the provision of free and disposable face 
masks to workers, training sessions, refresher courses for both managers and employees on health and 
safety, and the formation of workplace committees tasked with implementing safety procedures. 
 
The study follows up on two past researches which found that cotton dust-related diseases and illnesses were 
common among textile workers and that almost 80 per cent of workers were not using any safety tool that 
would help protect them against workplace hazards. The same researchers are now partnering with 28 textile 
mills in Karachi’s industrial areas and prominent industry trade bodies to assess whether the four low-cost 
interventions can reduce the presence of the harmful substance in the workplace and the extent to which 
these interventions are improving the health of the workforce. 
 
“We hope to demonstrate how such collaborations can boost employee health while delivering important 
secondary benefits in the form of productivity improvements, compliance with global health and safety 
protocols, and industrial growth,” Dr Asaad Nafees, an assistant professor in community health sciences at 
AKU, said. 
 
The study objectives are in line with the Sustainable Development Goals which call for targeted efforts to 
reduce the burden of chronic respiratory disease and to promote safe and secure workplace environments. 
 
The trial is being conducted in partnership with the Towel Manufacturers Association and talks are ongoing 
with other trade bodies. Co-investigators on the study include faculty from the National Heart and Lung 
Institute at Imperial College, London. 
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