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From a sample of workers declared as disabled during 1981,
111 males and 36 females were selected in whom a rheumatic
umatic disease was one of the first two diagnoses on the basis
of which the respective commissions declared them as disabled.
The average age of the workers was 52 + 6.17 years, and length
of active work 25.9 + 7.18 years. Of the 147 examiness 29 %o were
unskilled workers, 40°% were skilled, and 14%/s highly skiled work-
ers, while 17% of the disabled in the sample were employees.
Rheumatic complaints were the main cause ol disability in 31.3%
of the examined persons. Pain in the cervical part of the spine
was registered in 48.9%/,, and in the lumbo-sacral part in 88.5%/, of
the examinees. Compressive radicular syndrome of the cervical
spine of a moderate or serious degree was diagnosed in 23.2%,
and the syndrome of the lumbo-sacral spine in 67.7% of the ex-
aminees. A positive Lazarevié-Laseque sign was registered in
24.5 of the disabled — in 8.2%/% of them on both sides.

As regards the capacity of work of these disabled persons,
58.5% of them were found to be totally unfit for work; 21.8%
were found to be able to do some other work; and 19.7% were
found to have been pensioned off prematurely because of a rheu-
matic complaint.

The possibilities are discussed of the prevention and treatment
of myelo-radicular compressive syndromes as very frequent ca-
uses both of temporary and of permanent disability.

Although degenerative diseases of the spine and the joints of the ex-
tremities are comparatively frequent in general population (1—8) and
thus also in working population (1-—12), comparatively little has been
written on these diseases in this country, especially as regards the work
of rheumatic patients (13—26). The great socio-economic importance of
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these diseases and the growing incidence of pains in the cervical and
lumbosacral spine leading to partial or total work disability prompted
us during 1981 to intensify observation of the growing incidence of de-
generative rheumatic changes in the cervical and lumbar spine on a
sample of disabled workers.

SUBJECTS AND METHODS

From a total of 12289 persons, who in Croatia during 1981 were re-
gistered as disabled workers of what is termed Ist category, i. e. as to-
tally unfit for their respective jobs or any other work, we selected 111
men and 36 women (27). The criterion for the selection was that rheu-
matic complaints was one of the first two diagnoses on the basis of
which these persons were declared as disabled. The average age of the
examinees was 50.2 * 6.2 years (ranging from 30—60 years) and ave-
rage period of active work 25.9 + 7.2 years (range 9—38 years). Of the
examinees 29% were unskilled workers, 40°% were skilled workers, and
14% highly skilled, while 17° of them were employees. Table 1 shows
the main causes of disability to be very similar to the data on general
morbidity collected during the investigations carried out by Mimica and
co-workers (22, 23, 23).

The examinees were summoned by post to report for examination and
advised to bring with them their latest medical reports and X-ray pho-
tos. During the examinations at the Centre for Assessment of Work Abi-
lity of the Institute for Medical Research and Occupational Health in Za-
greb, where the data were entered into a standardized questionnaire, we
established from the case histories that six examinees claimed to suffer
from motor impairment and 38 from some trauma, while one of the
examinees had bone and joint tuberculosis. Only 42 of the examinees (i. e.
28.6°/0) referred also to positive family rheumatological anamneses. From
the case histories we learned that 72 examinees suffered pains in the
cervical spine, and 130 in the lumbosacral region.

RESULTS

Data on the medical treatment of the examinees until their retirement
as disabled pensioners indicate that most of them (77.6°0) had been tre-
ated as ambulatory patients. Only 48.3% of the examinees had taken
specialist conservative treatment (various kinds of physical therapy),
and 13.6°» had undergone surgical treatment for diminishing the sym-
ptoms of degenerative changes of the cervical and lumbosacral spine.
Not more than 49.7% of the examinees had utilized rehabilitative mea-
sures during their illness.

126



Krapac, L. et al.: Degenerative Diseases of the Cervical and Lumbosacral S
of General Disability. Arh. hig. rada toksikol. Vol. 34 (1983) No.

gll’l

e within the Cumpln
pp. 125—13

Table 1

Primary disease causing disability in 147 disabled workers

Diagnosis Nélirsr;%elz do‘f Per cent
Hypertension 16 10.9
Cardiovascular diseases 22 15.0
Rheumatic diseases 46 313
Psychoneurotic problems 35 23.8
Broncho-pulmonary diseases 9 6.1
Gastro-intestinal diseases 9 6.1
Uro-genital diseases 3 2.0
Diabetes 3 2.0
Sight impairments 2 1.4
Other diseseas (carcinoma,

generalized eczema) 2 14

Total 147 1000/o

Tables 2 and 3 contain data on the rheumatological diagnoses which
were accepted by the Commission for the Assessment of Disability as
relevant in the development of permanent disability. As much as 90%
of the disabled persons in our sample had affected cervical and/or lum-
bosacral spines. We found that 45% of the cases were only slight types
of degenerative rheumatic changes and that in 35% of the examinees

disability had partly been caused by major changes in the cervical and
lumbosacral spine. However, these data should be viewed in the light of

the fact that rheumatic complaints had not been the exlusive cause of
disability but that they were the initial cause of disability in 31.29° of

Table 2
A 1lzeumatzc disease as the fll’.)t dlagnosts

9/o

—— Slight case 22 15.0
S S Severe case 12 8.2
Vet 1 spi Slight case 58 39.5
BTSRRI Severe case 40 212
Arthroses 9 6.1
Gout 3 20
Rheumatoid arthritis 3 20
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Table 3
A rheumatic disease as the second diagnosis

N = 111 %/

Cervical spi Slight case 39 35.1
SRERSARER Severe case 3 2.7
Lurb L spt Slight case 38 342

osacral s

M s Severe case 8 7.2
Arthroses 20 18.0
Gout 2 19
Rheumatoid arthritis 1 09

the examinees. Similar data are presented for the second rheumatologic-
al diagnosis made in our outpatient department (Table 3) where chan-
ges in the cervical and lumbosacral spine were found in 80% of the to-
tal number of 111 disabled persons in whom yet another rheumatic dis-
case was diagnosed. Apart from these rheumatological diagnoses we
found in 34 patients (or 23/y) symptoms of polyneuropathy, mostly caus-
ed by ethyl (in 31 persons), and — in 3 cases — by diabetes; blood cir-
culation disorders in the lower extremities were established in 45 pati-
ents.

In gait analyses which we carried out on every examinee we noticed
that 17 are lame in the left leg and the same number in the right leg,
while unsteadiness on both legs was observed in 53 of the examinees.
25 examinees had definitely flat feet; difficulties in walking on the heels
were registered in 59 examinees; and 38 examinees had difficulties in
walking on their toes. Data on the type, function, muscle tonus, and dis-
eases of the cervical and lumbosacral spines are shown in Table 4. Tro-
phical changes in the shoulder muscles were observed in only one of the
examined disabled persons, changes in one hand also in one, in both
hands in two, while trophical changes in the muscles of one leg were ob-
served in 12 examinees, and in both legs in 6 examinees. 24.55%/ of the
disabled examinees had a positive Lazarevié-Lasegue symptom, 8.29 of
them on both sides.

Table 5 gives information on the extent to which the examinees were
making use of orthopaedic aids. Only 18.4% utilized some orthopaedic
aid, mostly a walking-stick, while other orthopaedic aids were in compa-
ratively little use by those in whom rheumatic complaints were one of
the main causes of their disability.

The doctor responsible for the assessment of disability in our rheu.
matological out-patient department — on the basis of the work history,
the data supplied by the Disability Commission, and the clinical examin-
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Table 4

Some data on the clinical examination of the cervical and lumbosacral spines
of 147 disabled persons (percentages given in brackets)

Tg

) i 3 2

% P =2 § o £

88 25 £2 Lo 2

g5 B gz 85% s

(=) =5 as T8 E VS
Ce'rvical Slight 55 (374) 60 (40.8) 55 (37.4) 54 (36.7)
Spuic severe 10 ( 6.8) 12 ( 8.2) 8 (54 18 (12.2)
Lumbosacral Slight 91 (61.9) 60 (40.8) 78 (53.0) 82 (55.8)
spine severe 30 (20.7) 41 (279 38 (25.9) 48 (32.7)

Table 5
The use of orthopaedic aids by disabled workers

N = 147 0/y

Orthopaedic insoles ) 34

Orthopaedic shoes 5 34

Walking-stick 11 75

Crutch 1 0.7

Schanz’s tie 3 20

Corset 2 14

Total 27 18.4

Table 6
Re-assessment of the work ability of disabled workers of the 1st category

N = 147 /o
No work ability 34 23.1
Work ability greatly diminished 52 354
Change of job necessary 32 21.8
Fit for work with reduced working time 25 17.0
Full work ability 4 2.1
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ation and laboratory and radiological findings — gave a re-assessment
of the work capacity of those registered as disabled of the list category,
i. e. of those who have residual work ability either for their particular
occupations or any other work.

Table 6 shows that in fact one fifth of these disabled persons still
have a capacity for work — either a full one (only 2.79/) or a diminished
one, i. e. for work with shortened working time (17%). Table 7 shows
data on the types of therapy which could have a favourable effect not
only on the capacity for work of disabled persons but also on the qua-
lity of their lives. According to the rheumatologist-physiatrist, in only

Table 7

Treatment which may have a favourable effect on the work ability
of disabled workers

N = 147 9/y
Physical therapy 88 59.9
Physical and medicamentous therapy 14 95
Surgical and physical therapy 26 17.7
Surgical therapy 3 20
Medicamentous therapy 2 14
No therapy 14 9.5

9.5% of the examined disabled persons no favourable results could be
expected from any known therapy for degenerative diseases of the spine
and the joints. In view of the fact that on the average the first indica-
tions of degenerative rheumatic diseases of the spine or the joints of
the extremities became apparent fourteen years ago, the question must
be posed whether these patients had completed their therapy or whe-
ther physical, medicamentous or surgical therapy, or combinations of
these therapies, should be continued. Data on congruency between the
radiological findings and the clinical picture show that the radiograms
of 65.3% of the examinees were fully identical with the clinical picture
of degenerative changes; in the case of 25.8% of the examinees the ra-
diograms were partly identical; and only in 1.4% of the examinees did
the radiograms show a total divergence from the severity of the clinical
picture. Two examinees did not possess radiograms of their spines and
the joints of their extremities.

DISCUSSION

Data on the morbidity of the examined group of disabled workers lar-
gely agree with those on the general morbidity of the country’s popula-
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tion which were collected during the investigations by Mimica and co-
-_workcrs (22, 23, 28). As regards skill and occupation of the examinees,
just as in earlier investigations no definite connection was observed bet-
ween heavy manual work and a higher incidence of radicular symptoms
of the cervical and lumbosacral spine (12, 22).

The objective clinical findings and the examinees’ anamnestic state-
ments were almost identical, while findings of objective pain tests and
the hypertonus of the paravertebral muscles were more frequent (3—
—5%). Similar conclusions were arrived at by Wagenhduser in his in-
vestigations of morbidity from rheumatic diseases in the Hirzel district
near Zirich (3).

As regards therapy, the high percentage of the disabled who under-
went only ambulatory treatment confirms the fact that in this country
primary health care, especially in industry, is sufficient to treat most
patients suffering from degenerative rheumatic disorders. Perhaps only
the fact that one the average our examinees became ill fourteen years
ago suggested that ambulatory treatment is not fully effective. It
seems that in this country the treatment of the cervical and lumbosa-
cral syndromes is either undertaken too late or not applied long enough.
Conservative long-term treatment should be given preference as has
recently been practiced in the United States and in most European co-
untries (30, 31, 33). The fact that 13.6° of the examinees, before going
into retirement, had been treated surgically should be seen in the light
of the fact that when conducting our control examinations, precise da-
ta on indications for such treatment were not available. However, it wo-
uld appear that in this country indications for neuro-surgical treatment
are rather diverse especially when considering the fact that about one
third of the operated patients are not at all satisfied with the operation
nor has their work ability improved (34—38). Recent opinions on neuro-
surgical treatment of discoradicular conflicts suggest that in these cases
surgery is nowadays practiced at a decreasing rate.

In our view disabled workers make inadequate use of orthopaedic
aids which, if applied in time, could correct bio-mechanical disorders
to a considerable degree.
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SaZetak

DEGENERATIVNE BOLESTI CERVIKALNE I LUMBOSAKRALNE
KRALJESNICE U SKLOPU OPCE INVALIDNOSTI

U uzorku ispitanika koji su tijekom 1981. god. proglaseni invalidima rada

odabrano je 111 muskaraca i 36 Zena u kojih su reumatske bolesti bile jedna

od

prve dvije dijagnoze zbog kojih su komisije bolesnike proglasile invalidi-

ma. Prosjecna Zivotna dob ispitanika bila je 52 + 6,2 god. a radni sta 259 +

72

god. Od 147 ispitanika 29% su bili NKV, 40°%, KV, 149/, VKV radnici, a

17°/y invalida u uzorku bili su sluzbenici. Reumatske bolesti bile su glavni uz-
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rok invalidnosti u 31,39/ invalida. Tijekom pregleda i obrade u Centru za oc-
jenu radne sposobnosti Instituta za medicinska istrazivanja i medicinu rada
u Zagrebu, bolnost u vratnom dijelu kralje$nice registrirana je u 48,9%, a u
slabinskom dijelu u 88,5%/ ispitanika.

Kompresivni radikularni sindrom vratne kralje$nice umjerenog ili tefeg
stupnja dijagnosticiran je u 23,2 9/, a sindrom slabinske kralje$nice utvrden
je u 67,7% bolesnika. Pozitivan Lazarevié-Lasegueov znak zabiljezen je u 24,5
ispitanika, i to u 8,2/ obostrano.

S obzirom na radnu sposobnost ovih invalida, ocijenjeno je da 58,59 ispi-
tanika uopce nije bilo sposobno za posao, 21,8%0 bi moglo obavljati neki dru-
gi posao, a 19,7 je zbog reumatskih bolesti prerano umirovljeno.

Raspravlja se o moguénostima prevencije i terapije mijeloradikularnih
kompresivnih sindroma, kao vrlo &estih uzroka privremene i trajne radne
nesposobnosti. Cini se da bi dugotrajnom konzervativnom lije¢enju tih tego-
ba trebalo dati prednost pred kirurikim tretmanom. Pravilnoj i pravovreme-
noj upotrebi ortopedskih pomagala trebalo bi posvetiti vise paZnje.

Institut za medicinska istraZivanja L
i medicinu rada, Zagreb Primljeno 15. IIT 1983.
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