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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Ioannis Basinas 
Postdoc  
Aarhus University  
Denmark 

REVIEW RETURNED 21-Jan-2015 
 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is an interesting paper reporting on the health status and the 
work and exposure conditions of Pakistani cotton industry workers. 
In general, the paper can be considered as an important contribution 
given that it originates from a developing country with a large share 
in the global textile processing industry and a strong potential to 
function as a source of information and alert for national political 
stakeholders, health and occupational services as well as for the 
scientific community as a whole.  
 
I have a few recommendations and issues to raise to the authors 
concerning their study:  
 
1) The manuscript lacks proper description/definition of the included 
health endpoints. This is an important limitation; timing is a very 
important aspect in the definition of symptoms and respiratory 
disorders and the lack of such essential information may limit the 
evaluation of the presented data and can raise questions in relation 
to the properness of the drawn conclusions. I strongly suggest the 
authors to clearly define their health outcomes by including 
adequate descriptions of the corresponding questionnaire items in 
the methods sections (page 4, line 8 from below).  
 
2) Throughout the manuscript, and including tables and figures, 
“compact” factories are interchangeably refer to both as “compact” 
and as “processing” factories. This is rather confusing, given that 
grouping of workers is also performed on the basis of involved 
production stage where “processing” is also included. Please 
standardize the terminology preferable by using “compact” when 
referring to the type of factory and “processing” when referring to the 
stage of production.  
 
3) Page 10, lines 13-16. I do not fully agree with the given 
interpretation of the study findings. Symptoms of byssinosis can 
generally be considered similar to those of non-IgE dependent 
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occupational asthma observed among garbage workers, farmers 
and others types of workers exposed to endotoxin contaminated 
organic dusts (Sigsgaard and Schlünssen, 2004). The source of 
endotoxin can be of importance in relation to its type and 
composition, and research provides indications that even within a 
specific industry different endotoxin chain lengths can be associated 
with different toxicities (Burch et al., 2010; Poole et al., 2010). This 
could also potentially explain the lack of full resemblance of 
byssinosis symptoms in non-cotton related industries. In addition, 
the included quantitative exposure assessment does not allow a 
proper exposure-response analysis to be performed within the study, 
and into my reading the results of table 3 are not fully in line with the 
statement given by the authors in line 15.  
 
4) Page 10 lines 17-19. As recognized by the authors their exposure 
measurements cannot be considered as representative of the 
personal exposures experienced by individual workers (see 
strengths and limitations section). Thereby, any direct comparisons 
with existing or proposed OEL values for personal exposures without 
recognition of the above limitation should be avoided. Please 
rephrase.  
 
References  
 
Sigsgaard and Schlünssen, Occupational asthma diagnosis in 
workers exposed to organic dust; Ann Agric Environ Med 2004, 11: 
1–7  
 
Burch JB, Svendsen E, Siegel PD, Wagner SE, von Essen S, Keefe 
T et al. Endotoxin exposure and inflammation markers among 
agricultural workers in Colorado and Nebraska. J Toxicol Environ 
Health A 2010; 73: 5–22.  
 
Poole JA, Dooley GP, Saito R, Burrell AM, Bailey KL, Romberger DJ 
et al. Muramic  
acid, endotoxin, 3-hydroxy fatty acids, and ergosterol content explain 
monocyte and epithelial cell inflammatory responses to agricultural 
dusts. J Toxicol Environ Health A 2010; 73: 684–700.  
  

 

REVIEWER Dr. Samantha Lane 
Bath Spa University, Newton Park, Bath 

REVIEW RETURNED 08-Feb-2015 
 

GENERAL COMMENTS Methods: it is stated that a convenience sample of plants was used 
but there is no detail of how these plants were recruited i.e. how was 
contact with them initiated? The randomisation of workers in each 
plant also needs to be further described. It would also be useful to 
reference the methodologies used as although they seem to be 
appropriate for the study, it is not apparent from the text whether 
these are widely used (i.e. standard) in such studies.  
Discussion and conclusions: there is a lack of supporting evidence 
for some statements in the discussion, which is quite brief and has 
fairly minimal reference to wider literature. For example, the 
statement on page 10 line 19, with reference to the high levels of 
endotoxins in spinning being plausible, needs some further 
explanation, possibly using wider reference to literature. Further, 
page 10, line 23, where it is asserted that both glucan and LPS are 
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detected in the limulus assay (though correct) is also not supported 
in the text. Given the delay in the processing of samples for 
endotoxin, the potential effect on these levels could also be further 
discussed, with reference to literature.  
The standard of written English is not sufficiently high throughout the 
paper, spelling errors i.e. page 2 line 36 'grate', must be corrected 
and the grammar checked for errors, as in places this is poor and 
makes it a little difficult to follow. The use of personal pronouns 
throughout i.e. 'we' and 'our', is not usual in a scientific paper, and 
some of the language used i.e. 'abysmal', and 'surprisingly', seem a 
little subjective for a scientific paper. 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1 

This is an interesting paper reporting on the health status and the work and exposure conditions of 

Pakistani cotton industry workers. In general, the paper can be considered as an important 

contribution given that it originates from a developing country with a large share in the global textile 

processing industry and a strong potential to function as a source of information and alert for national 

political stakeholders, health and occupational services as well as for the scientific community as a 

whole.  

I have a few recommendations and issues to raise to the authors concerning their study: 

1) The manuscript lacks proper description/definition of the included health endpoints. This is an 

important limitation; timing is a very important aspect in the definit ion of symptoms and respiratory 

disorders and the lack of such essential information may limit the evaluation of the presented data 

and can raise questions in relation to the properness of the drawn conclusions. I strongly suggest the 

authors to clearly define their health outcomes by including adequate descriptions of the 

corresponding questionnaire items in the methods sections (page 4, line 8 from below).  

Answer: We thank the reviewer for the valuable comment and accordingly, we have now listed the 

symptoms investigated and have clarified that we analysed “current” symptoms according to the 

questionnaire. 

2) Throughout the manuscript, and including tables and figures, “compact” factories are 

interchangeably refer to both as “compact” and as “processing” factories. This is rather confusing, 

given that grouping of workers is also performed on the basis of involved production stage where 

“processing” is also included.  Please standardize the terminology preferable by using “compact” 

when referring to the type of factory and “processing” when referring to the stage of production.  

Answer: This is correct. The term “processing” has been replaced by “compact” for the type of factory 

throughout the paper; the term processing is now only used for some stages of production in the new 

manuscript. 

3) Page 10, lines 13-16. I do not fully agree with the given interpretation of the study findings. 

Symptoms of byssinosis can generally be considered similar to those of non-IgE dependent 

occupational asthma observed among garbage workers, farmers and others types of workers 

exposed to endotoxin contaminated organic dusts (Sigsgaard and Schlünssen, 2004). The source of 

endotoxin can be of importance in relation to its type and composition, and research provides 

indications that even within a specific industry different endotoxin chain lengths can be associated 

with different toxicities (Burch et al., 2010; Poole et al., 2010). This could also potentially explain the 

lack of full resemblance of byssinosis symptoms in non-cotton related industries. In addition, the 

included quantitative exposure assessment does not allow a proper exposure-response analysis to be 
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performed within the study, and into my reading the results of table 3 are not fully in line with the 

statement given by the authors in line 15.  

Answer: We are thankful for this additional input provided by the reviewer and we have now included 

this valuable input in the discussion. 

We agree that a full exposure-response analysis is not possible in our study. We never attempted 

such an analysis. We also rephrased the line 15 for clarity: Not only from our own findings but also 

from other studies it is known that endotoxin in the cotton industry is highest in spinning sections. 

Highest symptom rates were reported by workers in (small and medium) weaving sections, where 

fibre dusts were also highest (table 2). After controlling for age and smoking symptoms, rates did not 

differ between weaving and spinning sections (table 3) but in both sections the symptom rates were 

substantially higher than in compact factories. This does not show that endotoxin is harmless. It only 

indicates that other components in cotton dust are harmful as well. 

4) Page 10 lines 17-19. As recognized by the authors their exposure measurements cannot be 

considered as representative of the personal exposures experienced by individual workers (see 

strengths and limitations section). Thereby, any direct comparisons with existing or proposed OEL 

values for personal exposures without recognition of the above limitation should be avoided. Please 

rephrase.  

Answer: This is correct and we have rephrased the sentence. 

References 

Sigsgaard and Schlünssen, Occupational asthma diagnosis in workers exposed to organic dust; Ann 

Agric Environ Med 2004, 11: 1–7 

Burch JB, Svendsen E, Siegel PD, Wagner SE, von Essen S, Keefe T et al. Endotoxin exposure and 

inflammation markers among agricultural workers in Colorado and Nebraska. J Toxicol Environ Health 

A 2010; 73: 5–22. 

Poole JA, Dooley GP, Saito R, Burrell AM, Bailey KL, Romberger DJ et al. Muramic  acid, endotoxin, 

3-hydroxy fatty acids, and ergosterol content explain monocyte and epithelial cell inflammatory 

responses to agricultural dusts. J Toxicol Environ Health A 2010; 73: 684–700. 

 

Reviewer 2 

Methods: it is stated that a convenience sample of plants was used but there is no detail of how these 

plants were recruited i.e. how was contact with them initiated? The randomisation of workers in each 

plant also needs to be further described. It would also be useful to reference the methodologies used 

as although they seem to be appropriate for the study, it is not apparent from the text whether these 

are widely used (i.e. standard) in such studies.  

Answer: We have now provided more detailed information about the selection process. We are 

confident that this selection process was the only one feasible under the given setting. We are 

confident that this selection process does not introduce distorting bias, at least not in the direction of 

an overestimation of the industrial hygiene problems. 

Discussion and conclusions: there is a lack of supporting evidence for some statements in the 

discussion, which is quite brief and has fairly minimal reference to wider literature. For example, the 

statement on page 10 line 19, with reference to the high levels of endotoxins in spinning being 

plausible, needs some further explanation, possibly using wider reference to literature. Further, page 

10, line 23, where it is asserted that both glucan and LPS are detected in the limulus assay (though 
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correct) is also not supported in the text. Given the delay in the processing of samples for endotoxin, 

the potential effect on these levels could also be further discussed, with reference to literature.  

Answer: This is correct. We have added some additional references to the discussion, accordingly. 

The standard of written English is not sufficiently high throughout the paper, spelling errors i.e. page 2 

line 36 'grate', must be corrected and the grammar checked for errors, as in places this is poor and 

makes it a little difficult to follow. The use of personal pronouns throughout i.e. 'we' and 'our', is not 

usual in a scientific paper, and some of the language used i.e. 'abysmal', and 'surprisingly', seem a 

little subjective for a scientific paper.  

Answer: We changed the sentences accordingly. Personal pronouns were replaced with suitable 

words. „Abysmal‟ and „surprisingly‟ and similar words have been omitted in the revised manuscript. 

 

 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Ioannis Basinas 
Postdoc  
Aarhus University  
Denmark 

REVIEW RETURNED 04-Mar-2015 
 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have done a good job in addressing the previous 
comments by the reviewers and the manuscript has improved. What 
I think is still missing is a sentence/ few lines in the introduction 
section clearly justifying the importance of the present work – i.e. 
why is the study needed. 

 

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer request: 

The authors have done a good job in addressing the previous comments by the reviewers and the 

manuscript has improved. What I think is still missing is a sentence/ few lines in the introduction 

section clearly justifying the importance of the present work – i.e. why is the study needed. 

We thank the reviewer for the opportunity to stress the importance and the public health relevance of 

our study as well as its novelty. We have added the following sentences (marked in red) to the 

introduction: 

 

Approximately 60 million workers are employed in the textile industry globally and the figure for 

Pakistan is 15 million, drawing nearly 30-35% of the 49 million un-skilled work-force. Workers in the 

textile industry are exposed to airborne dusts containing infectious, allergic and toxic substances. 

Hazardous effects in the cotton industry particularly on the respiratory tract were reported 300 years 

ago. A specific respiratory syndrome in that industry was called byssinosis and Schilling first classified 

byssinosis based on respiratory symptoms. Organic cotton dusts contain endotoxins that are believed 

to cause most of the symptoms, disturbed lung functions, organic dust toxic syndrome and obstructive 
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pattern of lung diseases having features of asthma and Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease 

(COPD). There is still un-protected and persistent exposure to cotton dusts, endotoxins and different 

ergonomic hazards in the Pakistani cotton industry, resulting in severe public health problems. 

Working conditions in the developing world are often very poor and the textile industry is not an 

exception from this rule. Increasing awareness of consumers through civil society campaigns has 

contributed to some relevant improvements especially in large factories directly delivering for the 

European and American market. But working conditions in smaller factories that either produce for the 

local market or are employed by the large factories in case of higher demand are not well known 

although a high proportion of the workers are employed in these small enterprises.  

A comprehensive study in this setting is not an easy task. This study set out to examine 800 workers 

by questionnaire and to investigate occupational exposure to air-borne dust, endotoxins and other 

work-related risk factors in a sample of 47 industrial plants. Working conditions and safety measures 

in the selected plants were rated by trained researchers and dust was measured and analysed for 

endotoxin and pesticides. Thus this is the first study to examine working conditions, occupational 

hygiene and safety especially of workers in small factories, with a focus on small weaving factories, 

so-called “power looms”. Although each power loom is small in size in total a huge number of workers 

is affected. 
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