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Glued to the Tube: 

Labor’s Unlikely Victory for Computer Safety in Suffolk County 

 

by  Vernon Mogensen 

 
 

Eleven years ago, Suffolk County enacted the nation’s first law protecting the safety and 1health conditions of office workers using 

desktop computers, known as video display terminals (VDTs). This represented an important legislative breakthrough for organized 
labor, which had been lobbying for such laws around the nation since the early 1980s. Suffolk County’s VDT law, which had to 
overcome the vetoes of two county executives and intense business opposition, sent shock waves around the nation as VDT bills were 
introduced in many state and local governments. It seemed to give organized labor the political momentum that it needed to catapult 
the issue onto the national policymaking stage and overcome the Reagan administration’s opposition to safety and health regulations. 
However, business interests appealed to the courts which overturned it on jurisdictional grounds.  Although short-lived, organized 
labor’s victory in Suffolk County still has important policy repercussions for America’s office workers who remain unprotected from 
the safety and health hazards of working with VDTs.   

 

The Safety and Health Problems of VDT Work 

 

The office work process has been radically reengineered as VDTs quickly replaced typewriters, calculators and other office machines.  

Desktop computers have helped to make today’s information economy possible, and it is inconceivable to think of today’s information 

age economy without them. White collar industries, such as finance, insurance, real estate, banking and the service sector, which 

dominate Long Island’s economy, are heavily dependent on VDTs to automate the information work process and provide a wide 

variety of services.  

 

But the rising and unregulated use of VDTs has been accompanied by increased safety and health problems in the office. 

Vision-related ailments, which are the most commonl
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As Halpin’s vetoes demonstrated, public dependence on corporate-generated jobs and tax revenue tends to create a 
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NOTES 
 
 
1. Quoted in Marvin J. Dainoff, "The Illness of the Decade," Computerworld, April 13, 1992, 27. 

 
2. "Suffolk's Reckless Screen Scream," [Editorial] New York Times, May 26, 1988, A34. 

 


