Safety in Shanghai
Donard de Cogan

The notes which are given below were compiled shortly after I arrived and give some idea of my
astonishment at what I saw. Time has softened my views, made me more understanding of the
local view that safety here is up to the individual and that if you have an accident, it is not
carelessness or poor working conditions. It is simply bad luck. Since people view bad luck as
infectious, if you do have some bad luck, then you are on your own. Enjoy

Memories of M.C. Escher. Most of the teaching crew arrived in Shanghai on 4 September.

This is what they saw. The welder does not use a face-mask. It is simply a decoration, maybe so
that people won't rip over his open-top electrical distribution system

I have never seen a safety helmet worn in earnest. So maybe this is what they always do with
them. Maybe they have other uses.

I did not have most of the pleasure of all of this as I was en-route to Schenectady and Syracuse,
but my colleagues who took most of these pictures assure me that this was just the tip of the
iceberg as a new academic establishment was being constructed within the site of another
establishment which is moving to new premises. Most colleagues have been suffering from dust
inhalation and one day shortly after I arrived, we were driven out of our office by the
overpowering smell of toluene (carcinogenic) that was a component in the floor paint that was
being applied in the corridor.
we see several interesting features about the flying lead below. The first being that they have
totally different plug and sockets (220V) and most outlets have both just in case. We also see
here the effects of overloading and an imaginative use for tooth-picks. Incidentally, there appears
to be no agreement on the direction that a switch should go for the transition from the off to on
state. Even in my own apartment, they are as likely to go north, south, east or west.

and we have another below

Here we have an example of open-top multi-way distribution

By the time that I arrived things were beginning to improve and indeed most of the mess was
clear when we started teaching on 8 October. I noticed several large drums of power cable
outside and again, was amused by the way that they were being manually off-loaded. I also
noticed that the cable had four identical sized cores plus a smaller one. An enquiry to the site
engineer, via the Chinese staff in the office revealed that the City of Shanghai requires that the
neutral and the protective ground are separate. Maybe this explains why I can use the aircondition unit in my office all day, but during the night, while I am not there the MCB trips out.
Resetting the MCB is my first task in the morning if I am to be able to work all day. It is still
28ºC and very humid.
Anyway, on the way into work one morning I saw yet another example of how labour is cheap in
China. When they rebuilt the roads (which they did since I arrived) they put in steel corrugated
conduits and fed them with thick wire. This was then used to pull through rope, which in turn
was used to pull the power cables through. Here we have a cable pulling team at work. The guy
in the red shirt is wearing flip-flops, so I don't know how much purchase he can get. But anyway
they seemed to get the job done and by this week end all the new power lines were in, I don't
know where they are taking their power at the moment as we are still in operation. However I
thought that the sight of the damp mop next to the open-front riser box might be indicative.
Incidentally, Mrs Mop and her assistant come into our offices every afternoon and run a damp
cloth all over our VDUs. I know that Shanghai is a terribly dusty place, but the distance between
her dripping cloth and 25kV is dangerously small. I am waiting for the flash-over, but as my
colleagues say "Life is cheap in China". Shanghai is indeed very dusty and there seems to be no
move to contain it. I used to have one black pair of shoes and one brown pair. I have given up
polishing them and now have two grey pairs.

I went out for a stroll one afternoon. My map said that there was a museum of batik and indigo
printing along a particular street. It was not easy to find, so I ventured past the gate guard at one
of those agglomeration of blocks of flats that are so common here. I did eventually find the
place, but on the way there I saw something that I thought that I might share with colleagues in
the IET; a novel use for electrical overheads might cause some raised eyebrows and possibly
some singed ones.

