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Lehigh Valley workers tell of brutal heat,
dizzying pace at online retailer.

Elmer Goris spent a 
year working in Ama-
zon.com’s Lehigh Val-
ley warehouse, where 

books, CDs and various other 
products are packed and shipped 
to customers who order from the 
world’s largest online retailer.

The 34-year-old Allentown resi-
dent, who has worked in ware-
houses for more than 10 years, said he quit in July 
because he was frustrated with the heat and demands 
that he work mandatory overtime. Working condi-
tions at the warehouse got worse earlier this year, es-
pecially during summer heat waves when heat in the 
warehouse soared above 100 degrees, he said.

He got light-headed, he said, and his legs cramped, 
symptoms he never experienced in previous ware-

house jobs. One hot day, Goris said, 
he saw a co-worker pass out at the 
water fountain. On other hot days, 
he saw paramedics bring people 
out of the warehouse in wheel-
chairs and on stretchers.

“I never felt like passing out in a 
warehouse and I never felt treated 
like a piece of crap in any other 
warehouse but this one,” Goris 

said. “They can do that because there aren’t any jobs 
in the area.”

Goris’ complaints are not unique.
Over the past two months, The Morning Call in-

terviewed 20 current and former warehouse workers 
who showed pay stubs, tax forms or other proof of em-
ployment. They offered a behind-the-scenes glimpse 
of what it’s like to work in the Amazon warehouse, 
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Youmight bewonderingwhy the damage inflicted on
the LehighValley by Irene andLee didn’tmeasure up to
the devastating floods of 2004, 2005 and 2006.

Chalk it up more to good fortune than the work of
humanhands.

Themanagers of threeNewYork state reservoirsmay
have helped a little bit by strategically releasing water
upstream of the Delaware River to make room for the
dumpof rainwater thatwould come, saidClarkeRupert,
spokesman for theDelawareRiver BasinCommission.

But most of the credit goes to Mother Nature for
pouring the bulk of Lee’s rainfall to the west of the
LehighValley, he said.

Goodnewsforus,badnewsforplaces likeHarrisburg.
Twoweeksafter theback-to-backhurricaneandtropical
storm, it’s guesswork to gauge why the deluges didn’t
measure up.

“A lot more analysis would need to occur before you
could answer that question,” Rupert said.

One thing that youcandefinitely ruleout: $1millionof
federal flood prevention grants that U.S. Rep. Charlie
Dent, R-15thDistrict, announced inMarch 2008.

Hailed at a Hellertown news conference as a way to
finance a dozen regional projects to manage swollen
rivers and prevent roadway wash-outs, the grants have
never been spent. The projects haven’tmaterialized.

Local officials say getting the Federal Emergency
ManagementAgencytosignoffonprojects turnedout to
be more difficult than expected. Some municipalities
couldn’t come up with the required matching funds.
Others couldn’t get projects tomeet guidelines.

For example: Hellertown needed pumps to keep its
sewer treatmentplant fromflooding, saidRobertMateff,
Northampton County’s emergency management direc-
tor.Theboroughwanted topurchaseportableunits they
couldmove around. But those didn’t qualify.

Bushkill Township wanted to repair the Bushkill
Creek streambank atDouglasville Road, but FEMAsaid
itwasmaintenancework andwas disqualified, he said.

“It wasn’t like they gave us $1 million and said, ‘You
two counties figure out what to do with this,’” Mateff
said. “The problems that were the high priority did not
meet or have not yet met the requirements of the
program. ”

Because themoney came in the formof congressional

FEMA flood
prevention
cash unused
$1 million in earmarked grants
are caught in an eddy of red tape.

By Scott Kraus and SamanthaMarcus
Of The Morning Call
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Elmer Goris spent a year working
in Amazon.com’s LehighValleyware-
house, where books, CDs and various
other products are packed and
shipped to customerswhoorder from
theworld’s largest online retailer.

The 34-year-old Allentown resi-
dent, who has worked in warehouses
for more than 10 years, said he quit in
July because he was frustrated with
the heat and demands that he work
mandatory overtime. Working condi-
tions at the warehouse got worse
earlier this year, especially during
summer heat waves when heat in the
warehouse soared above 100 degrees,
he said.

He got light-headed, he said, and
his legs cramped, symptoms he never
experienced in previous warehouse
jobs. One hot day, Goris said, he saw a
co-worker pass out at the water
fountain. On other hot days, he saw
paramedics bring people out of the
warehouse in wheelchairs and on
stretchers.

“I never felt like passing out in a
warehouseandInever felt treated like
apieceof crap inanyotherwarehouse
but this one,”Goris said. “They can do
that because there aren’t any jobs in
the area.”

Goris’ complaints are not unique.
Over the past two months, The

Morning Call interviewed 20 current
and former warehouse workers who
showed pay stubs, tax forms or other
proof of employment. They offered a

behind-the-scenes glimpse of what
it’s like to work in the Amazon
warehouse, where temperatures soar
onhot summer days, production rates
aredifficult to achieve and theperma-
nent jobs sought by many temporary
workers hired by an outside agency
are tough to get.

Only one of the employees inter-
viewed described it as a good place to
work.

Workers said they were forced to
endure brutal heat inside the sprawl-
ing warehouse and were pushed to
workatapacemanycouldnot sustain.
Employees were frequently repri-
manded regarding their productivity
and threatened with termination,
workers said. The consequences of
not meeting work expectations were
regularly on display, as employees lost
their jobs and got escorted out of the
warehouse. Such sights encouraged
some workers to conceal pain and
push through injury lest they get fired
aswell, workers said.

During summer heat waves, Ama-
zon arranged to have paramedics
parked in ambulances outside, ready
to treat any workers who dehydrated
or suffered other forms of heat stress.
Those who couldn’t quickly cool off
and return toworkwere sent homeor
taken out in stretchers and wheel-
chairs and transported to area hospi-
tals.Andnewapplicantswerereadyto
beginwork at any time.

An emergency roomdoctor in June
called federal regulators to report an
“unsafe environment” afterhe treated
several Amazon warehouse workers
for heat-related problems. The doc-
tor’s reportwas echoed bywarehouse
workers who also complained to
regulators, including a security guard
who reported seeing pregnant em-
ployees suffering in the heat.

In a better economy, not as many
peoplewould line up for jobs that pay
$11 or $12 an hour moving inventory
throughahotwarehouse.Butwith job
openings scarce, Amazon and Integri-
ty Staffing Solutions, the temporary
employment firm that is hiring work-
ers for Amazon, have found eager
applicants in the swollen ranks of the
unemployed.

Manywarehouseworkersarehired
for temporary positions by Integrity
Staffing Solutions, or ISS, and are told
that if they work hard they may be
converted to permanent positions
with Amazon, current and former
employees said. The temporary as-
signments end after a designated

Please see AMAZON NEWS 8

Karen Salasky at first loved working at the Amazon.com warehouse in Breinigsville. But as the warehouse
grew hot, her production dropped, she felt ill and, she said, her temporary job was terminated.
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PROTECTING THE LITTLE LEHIGH

Inanoccasional series, TheMorning
Call looks at the history and health of
theLehighRiver and its tributaries and
what is being done to protect the
watershed.

Hundreds of Lehigh Valley young-
sters flock each summer to the banks
of the Little Lehigh Creek, expecting
nature-connecting lessons about
wildlife and conservation and a little

splashing around.
This year, they got an unexpected

dose of foul-smelling bacteria.
Hopes formanychildren looking to

cool off in and explore the waterway
as part of Wildlands Conservancy’s
summerprogramsweresunkafter the
discovery of high levels of E. coli
prompted the organization to make
the waterway off-limits for most of
July and all of August.

Some samples at the popular fish-
ing stream — a source of drinking
water for Allentown— showed E. coli
levels 10 times above what the state
considers safe for swimming in lakes,
prompting calls for closer scrutiny

Concern over creek bacteria
Testing showed elevated
levels in Little Lehigh
over the summer.

By Patrick Lester
Of The Morning Call

Please see CREEK NEWS 3
The Little Lehigh Creek at the Wil-
dlands Conservancy on Friday.
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“I’ve never worked for
an employer that had
paramedics waiting
outside for people to
drop because of the
extreme heat.”
— Karen Salasky, former worker
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Karen Salasky at first loved working at the Amazon.com warehouse in Breinigsville. But as the ware-
house grew hot, her production dropped, she felt ill and, she said, her temporary job was terminated.
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“I’ve never worked for an
employer that had
paramedics waiting outside
for people to drop because of 
the extreme heat.” 
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where temperatures soar on hot summer days, production rates are 
difficult to achieve and the permanent jobs sought by many tempo-
rary workers hired by an outside agency are tough to get.

Only one of the employees interviewed described it as a good place 
to work.

Workers said they were forced to endure brutal heat inside the 
sprawling warehouse and were pushed to work at a pace many could 
not sustain. Employees were frequently reprimanded regarding their 
productivity and threatened with termination, workers said. The 
consequences of not meeting work expectations were regularly on 
display, as employees lost their jobs and got escorted out of the ware-
house. Such sights encouraged some workers to conceal pain and 
push through injury lest they get fired 
as well, workers said.

During summer heat waves, Ama-
zon arranged to have paramedics 
parked in ambulances outside, ready 
to treat any workers who dehydrated 
or suffered other forms of heat stress. 
Those who couldn’t quickly cool off 
and return to work were sent home 
or taken out in stretchers and wheel-
chairs and transported to area hospi-
tals. And new applicants were ready to 
begin work at any time.

An emergency room doctor in June 
called federal regulators to report an 
“unsafe environment” after he treated 
several Amazon warehouse workers 
for heat-related problems. The doc-
tor’s report was echoed by warehouse 
workers who also complained to regu-
lators, including a security guard who 
reported seeing pregnant employees 
suffering in the heat.

In a better economy, not as many people would line up for jobs 
that pay $11 or $12 an hour moving inventory through a hot ware-
house. But with job openings scarce, Amazon and Integrity Staffing 
Solutions, the temporary employment firm that is hiring workers for 
Amazon, have found eager applicants in the swollen ranks of the un-
employed.

Many warehouse workers are hired for temporary positions by In-
tegrity Staffing Solutions, or ISS, and are told that if they work hard 
they may be converted to permanent positions with Amazon, current 
and former employees said. The temporary assignments end after a 
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number of hours, and those not hired to
permanent Amazon jobs can reapply for
temporary positions again after a few
months,workers said.

Temporary employees interviewed said
fewpeople in theirworking groups actually
made it to a permanent Amazon position.
Instead, they said theywere pushed harder
and harder to work faster and faster until
they were terminated, they quit or they got
injured. Those interviewed say turnover at
thewarehouse is high andmanyhires don’t
lastmore than a fewmonths.

The supply of temporary workers keeps
Amazon’s warehouse fully staffed without
the expense of a permanent workforce that
expects raises and good benefits. Using
temporary employees in general also helps
reduce the prospect that employees will
organize a union that pushes for better
treatment because the employees are in
constant flux, labor experts say. And
Amazon limits its liability for workers’
compensation and unemployment insur-
ance because most of the workers don’t
work for Amazon, they work for the temp
agency.

Amazon’s priority and key competitive
edge is quick delivery of products at low
prices. Its Lehigh Valley location on Route
100 near Interstate 78 puts one-third of the
population of the U.S. and Canada within a
one-day haul. And the weak labor market
helps keep employment costs down.

“We strive to offer our customers the
lowest prices possible through low ev-
eryday product pricing and free shipping
offers … and to improve our operating
efficienciesso thatwecancontinueto lower
prices for our customers,” Amazon says
about itself in documents filedwith theU.S.
Securities andExchangeCommission.

The situation highlights how companies
like Amazon can wield their significant
leverage over workers in the bleak job
market, labor experts say. Large companies
such as Amazon can minimize costs for
benefits and raises by relying on temporary
workers rather than having a larger perma-
nentworkforce, those experts say.

“They can get awaywith it becausemost
workers will take whatever they can get
with jobs few and far between,” said
Catherine Ruckelshaus, legal co-director of
the National Employment Law Project, an
advocacy group for low-wage workers.
“The tempworker is less likely to complain
about itand less likely topushfor their labor
rights because they feel like they don’t have
much pull or sway with the worksite
employer.”

Amazon warehouse workers inter-
viewedcomefromavarietyofbackgrounds,
including construction, small business
owners and some with years of experience
at other warehouse and shipping op-
erations. Several of them said it was their
worstwork experience ever.

Their accounts stand in sharp contrast to
the “fun, fast-paced” atmosphere described
in online help wanted ads for the Amazon
warehouse. Amazon and ISS both said they
take the safety of workers seriously, but
declined to discuss specific concerns cur-
rent and former employees voiced to The
Morning Call. Both companies had three
weeks to respond tomultipleMorning Call
inquiries for this story.

Of theworkers voicing concerns, 13were
employed by ISS and seven directly by
Amazon.

‘I couldn’t breathe’
Amazon has two warehouses at the end

of Boulder Drive in Breinigsville, where
work is done that few customers ever see.
Workers on the receiving side unload
trucks and unpack boxes of incoming
inventory,which theystore inbins through-
out the warehouses. On the outbound side,
pickers scurry through the aisles gathering
products from storage bins and bringing
them to packers, who box them and ship
them to customers.

Both permanent and temporary em-
ployees are subject to a point-based dis-
ciplinary system. Employees accumulate
points for such infractions asmissingwork,
not working fast enough or breaking a
safety rule such as keeping twohands on an
inventory cart. If they get too many points,

they can be fired. In the event of illness,
employees have to bring in a doctor’s note
and request a medical waiver to have their
disciplinary points removed, those inter-
viewed said.

Not working fast enough, or failing to
“make rate,” is a commonreasonemployees
get disciplinary points, those interviewed
said. Workers are expected to maintain a
rate, measured in units per hour, which
varies depending on the job and the size of
inventory being handled. Products moving
through the warehouse range broadly in
size, from compact discs and iPods to chain
saws. Workers use hand-held scanners to
track inventory as it moves through the
warehouse, which enables managers to
monitor productivity minute by minute,
employees said.

Goris, the Allentown resident who
worked as a permanent Amazon employee,
said high temperatures were handled dif-
ferently at other warehouses in which he
worked.For instance, loadingdockdoorson
opposite sides of those warehouses were
leftopen to let freshair circulateandreduce
thetemperaturewhenitgot toohot,hesaid.
When Amazon workers asked in meetings
why this wasn’t done at the Amazon
warehouse, managers said the company
wasworried about theft, Goris said.

“Imagine if it’s 98 degrees outside and
you’re in a warehouse with every single
dock door closed,”Goris said.

Computers monitored the heat index in
the building and Amazon employees re-
ceived notification about the heat index by
email. Goris said one day the heat index, a
measure that considers humidity, exceeded
110 degrees on the third floor.

“I remember going up there to check the
locationofan item,”Goris said. “I lasted two
minutes, because I could not breathe up
there.”

Allentown residentRobertRivas, 38, said
he left his permanent Amazon warehouse
job after about 13 months to take another
job. He said he intensified his job search in
May after the warehouse started getting
very hot.

“We got emails about the heat, and the
heat index got to really outrageous num-
bers,” he said, recalling that the index
duringoneofhis shiftshit114degreeson the
ground floor in the receiving area.

Rivas said he received Amazon email
notifications at his work station when
employees needed assistance due to heat-
related symptoms. He estimated he re-
ceived between 20 and 30 such emails
within a two-hour period one day. Some
people pushed themselves to work in the
heat because they did not want to get
disciplinary points, he said.

“When the heat index exceeded 110,
they’d give you voluntary time off,” Rivas
said. “If youwanted togohome, they’d send
you home. But if you didn’t have a doctor’s
note saying you couldn’t work in the heat,
you’d get points.”

Some workers interviewed said that
policy has changed.

DuringaJulyheatwave,Rivassaidhefelt

he was going to faint. He went to an
air-conditionedroomforabouthalf anhour
and got drinks from safety workers in the
warehouse.

“Then they said if you feel better you
should go back to work,” Rivas said. “I was
surprised that it happened to me because I
heard the horror stories, but I never was a
part of one. It was surprising to me. I
thought they would treat their employees
better.”

Federal inspection
Heat prompted complaints about work-

ing conditions at Amazon to federal regu-
lators who monitor workplace safety. The
Morning Call obtained documents regard-
ing the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration’s inspection through the
Freedomof InformationAct.

On June 2, a warehouse employee
contacted OSHA to report the heat index
hit 102 degrees in the warehouse and 15
workers collapsed. The employee also
complained that workers who had to go
home due to heat symptoms received
disciplinary points.

“The 102-degree heat index only applied
to the first floor and not in regards to the
secondor third floor…I justbelieve that it is
gross negligence for a company of this
capacity to abuse and enslave their work-
ers,” the complaint states.

On June 3, OSHA told Amazon ware-
house managers that the agency received a
complaint about heat. OSHA officials said
they did not plan to inspect the warehouse
at that time, but wanted Amazon to
investigate the situation, make any modifi-
cations needed to increase worker safety
and report back to OSHA about its findings
no later than June13.

OSHA later decided to inspect the
warehouse,which it did June 9.

On June 10, an OSHA worker heard the
following message on the agency’s com-
plaint hotline from an emergency room
doctor at Lehigh Valley Hospital-Cedar
Crest: “I’d like to report an unsafe environ-
ment with a[n] Amazon facility in Fogels-
ville…Severalpatientshavecome in the last
couple dayswith heat-related injuries.”

On June 13, OSHA received a letter from
AllenForney,Amazon’s site safetymanager.

“On June 3, 2011, the Lehigh Valley area
experienced unusual, extremely high tem-
peratures which caused the heat index
inside our building to reach a temperature
above 95 degrees in a few areas of the
building,”Forneywrote. “Asaresultof these
high temperatures, 15 out of 1,600 em-
ployees experienced heat-related symp-
toms.Sixof theseemployeesweretreatedat
a local hospital ER for non-work related
medical conditions triggered by the heat.
None of those employees was admitted to
the hospital; each employee was treated
and released the same day. The other
employees received water and ice treat-
ment … by our facility’s first-aid depart-
ment. All employees returned to work the
sameday.”

Forney wrote the warehouse had mea-
sures in place to manage heat risk before
OSHA’s inspection. Those measures in-
cluded heat index sensors installed
throughout the building in March that
notifywarehousemanagerswhenthe index
exceeds 90 degrees, he wrote. Fans are
installed throughout the building and
louver doors provide ventilation, hewrote.

Amazon bought 2,000 cooling bandan-
nas, which were given to every employee,
and those in the dock/trailer yard received
cooling vests, Forney said. Managers walk
the building to make sure employees get
enoughwater and towatch for heat-related
symptoms, he said.

Workers “typically” get breaks extended
by five minutes when temperatures range
between 90 and 99 degrees, Forney wrote.
When the heat index ranges from100 to 114
degrees, Amazon “typically” gives hourly
breaks of at least five minutes and shifts
heavier work to cooler times of the day,
Forney said.

OSHA inspected the Amazon.com facility in Upper Macungie this summer after workers complained of high temperatures and difficult
working conditions. The company added fans, gave workers more breaks and made other changes to address the problem.
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EXPLOSIVE GROWTH
While many other retailers have struggled
through the recession, Amazon.com’s
annual sales have more than tripled over
the past five years.
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“I devoted nearly a year of
my life trying to get a job
and that whole time was
a waste.”
— Sharon Faust, former worker

“I thought they would
treat their employees
better.”
— Robert Rivas, former worker

“It’s a good company.
They’re sincere in
what they do.”
— Ron Heckman, current worker

“I never missed a day, was
never sick, never came in
late. I was the model
employee. But after a
while, I could only achieve
a certain rate and I
couldn’t go any faster.
It was just brutal.”
—Unnamed former worker

“I never felt like passing
out in a warehouse and I
never felt treated like a
piece of crap in any other
warehouse but this one.”
— Elmer Goris, former worker.

“I knew if I left through
the nurse’s station I’d get
half a point. If you get
six points within three
months you get fired.”
—Unnamed current worker

“They would say, ‘If you
don’t make rate, we will
walk you out of the
building and give your
job to somebody who
wants a job.’ ”
—Mark Zweifel, former worker

“They’re killing people
mentally and physically.”
—Unnamed former worker

“I tried the best I could.
But that job was really
getting to me.”
— Stephen Dallal, former worker

“It became clear that they
did not want to hire
people. They wanted to let
people go.”
—Unnamed current worker

Employee
voices

MORE ONLINE
■ DOCUMENTS: OSHA’s findings,
employee complaints and Amazon’s response

themorningcall.com
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Continued from NEWS 1
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OSHA inspected 
the Amazon.
com facility in 
Upper Macungie 
this summer 
after workers 
complained of high 
temperatures and 
difficult working 
conditions. 
The company 
added fans, gave 
workers more 
breaks and made 
other changes 
to address the 
problem.
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“I devoted nearly a year of my 
life trying to get a job
and that whole time was a 
waste.”
— Sharon Faust, former worker

NEWS 8 SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 2011 THE MORNING CALL

INSIDE AMAZON’S WAREHOUSE

number of hours, and those not hired to
permanent Amazon jobs can reapply for
temporary positions again after a few
months,workers said.

Temporary employees interviewed said
fewpeople in theirworking groups actually
made it to a permanent Amazon position.
Instead, they said theywere pushed harder
and harder to work faster and faster until
they were terminated, they quit or they got
injured. Those interviewed say turnover at
thewarehouse is high andmanyhires don’t
lastmore than a fewmonths.

The supply of temporary workers keeps
Amazon’s warehouse fully staffed without
the expense of a permanent workforce that
expects raises and good benefits. Using
temporary employees in general also helps
reduce the prospect that employees will
organize a union that pushes for better
treatment because the employees are in
constant flux, labor experts say. And
Amazon limits its liability for workers’
compensation and unemployment insur-
ance because most of the workers don’t
work for Amazon, they work for the temp
agency.

Amazon’s priority and key competitive
edge is quick delivery of products at low
prices. Its Lehigh Valley location on Route
100 near Interstate 78 puts one-third of the
population of the U.S. and Canada within a
one-day haul. And the weak labor market
helps keep employment costs down.

“We strive to offer our customers the
lowest prices possible through low ev-
eryday product pricing and free shipping
offers … and to improve our operating
efficienciesso thatwecancontinueto lower
prices for our customers,” Amazon says
about itself in documents filedwith theU.S.
Securities andExchangeCommission.

The situation highlights how companies
like Amazon can wield their significant
leverage over workers in the bleak job
market, labor experts say. Large companies
such as Amazon can minimize costs for
benefits and raises by relying on temporary
workers rather than having a larger perma-
nentworkforce, those experts say.

“They can get awaywith it becausemost
workers will take whatever they can get
with jobs few and far between,” said
Catherine Ruckelshaus, legal co-director of
the National Employment Law Project, an
advocacy group for low-wage workers.
“The tempworker is less likely to complain
about itand less likely topushfor their labor
rights because they feel like they don’t have
much pull or sway with the worksite
employer.”

Amazon warehouse workers inter-
viewedcomefromavarietyofbackgrounds,
including construction, small business
owners and some with years of experience
at other warehouse and shipping op-
erations. Several of them said it was their
worstwork experience ever.

Their accounts stand in sharp contrast to
the “fun, fast-paced” atmosphere described
in online help wanted ads for the Amazon
warehouse. Amazon and ISS both said they
take the safety of workers seriously, but
declined to discuss specific concerns cur-
rent and former employees voiced to The
Morning Call. Both companies had three
weeks to respond tomultipleMorning Call
inquiries for this story.

Of theworkers voicing concerns, 13were
employed by ISS and seven directly by
Amazon.

‘I couldn’t breathe’
Amazon has two warehouses at the end

of Boulder Drive in Breinigsville, where
work is done that few customers ever see.
Workers on the receiving side unload
trucks and unpack boxes of incoming
inventory,which theystore inbins through-
out the warehouses. On the outbound side,
pickers scurry through the aisles gathering
products from storage bins and bringing
them to packers, who box them and ship
them to customers.

Both permanent and temporary em-
ployees are subject to a point-based dis-
ciplinary system. Employees accumulate
points for such infractions asmissingwork,
not working fast enough or breaking a
safety rule such as keeping twohands on an
inventory cart. If they get too many points,

they can be fired. In the event of illness,
employees have to bring in a doctor’s note
and request a medical waiver to have their
disciplinary points removed, those inter-
viewed said.

Not working fast enough, or failing to
“make rate,” is a commonreasonemployees
get disciplinary points, those interviewed
said. Workers are expected to maintain a
rate, measured in units per hour, which
varies depending on the job and the size of
inventory being handled. Products moving
through the warehouse range broadly in
size, from compact discs and iPods to chain
saws. Workers use hand-held scanners to
track inventory as it moves through the
warehouse, which enables managers to
monitor productivity minute by minute,
employees said.

Goris, the Allentown resident who
worked as a permanent Amazon employee,
said high temperatures were handled dif-
ferently at other warehouses in which he
worked.For instance, loadingdockdoorson
opposite sides of those warehouses were
leftopen to let freshair circulateandreduce
thetemperaturewhenitgot toohot,hesaid.
When Amazon workers asked in meetings
why this wasn’t done at the Amazon
warehouse, managers said the company
wasworried about theft, Goris said.

“Imagine if it’s 98 degrees outside and
you’re in a warehouse with every single
dock door closed,”Goris said.

Computers monitored the heat index in
the building and Amazon employees re-
ceived notification about the heat index by
email. Goris said one day the heat index, a
measure that considers humidity, exceeded
110 degrees on the third floor.

“I remember going up there to check the
locationofan item,”Goris said. “I lasted two
minutes, because I could not breathe up
there.”

Allentown residentRobertRivas, 38, said
he left his permanent Amazon warehouse
job after about 13 months to take another
job. He said he intensified his job search in
May after the warehouse started getting
very hot.

“We got emails about the heat, and the
heat index got to really outrageous num-
bers,” he said, recalling that the index
duringoneofhis shiftshit114degreeson the
ground floor in the receiving area.

Rivas said he received Amazon email
notifications at his work station when
employees needed assistance due to heat-
related symptoms. He estimated he re-
ceived between 20 and 30 such emails
within a two-hour period one day. Some
people pushed themselves to work in the
heat because they did not want to get
disciplinary points, he said.

“When the heat index exceeded 110,
they’d give you voluntary time off,” Rivas
said. “If youwanted togohome, they’d send
you home. But if you didn’t have a doctor’s
note saying you couldn’t work in the heat,
you’d get points.”

Some workers interviewed said that
policy has changed.

DuringaJulyheatwave,Rivassaidhefelt

he was going to faint. He went to an
air-conditionedroomforabouthalf anhour
and got drinks from safety workers in the
warehouse.

“Then they said if you feel better you
should go back to work,” Rivas said. “I was
surprised that it happened to me because I
heard the horror stories, but I never was a
part of one. It was surprising to me. I
thought they would treat their employees
better.”

Federal inspection
Heat prompted complaints about work-

ing conditions at Amazon to federal regu-
lators who monitor workplace safety. The
Morning Call obtained documents regard-
ing the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration’s inspection through the
Freedomof InformationAct.

On June 2, a warehouse employee
contacted OSHA to report the heat index
hit 102 degrees in the warehouse and 15
workers collapsed. The employee also
complained that workers who had to go
home due to heat symptoms received
disciplinary points.

“The 102-degree heat index only applied
to the first floor and not in regards to the
secondor third floor…I justbelieve that it is
gross negligence for a company of this
capacity to abuse and enslave their work-
ers,” the complaint states.

On June 3, OSHA told Amazon ware-
house managers that the agency received a
complaint about heat. OSHA officials said
they did not plan to inspect the warehouse
at that time, but wanted Amazon to
investigate the situation, make any modifi-
cations needed to increase worker safety
and report back to OSHA about its findings
no later than June13.

OSHA later decided to inspect the
warehouse,which it did June 9.

On June 10, an OSHA worker heard the
following message on the agency’s com-
plaint hotline from an emergency room
doctor at Lehigh Valley Hospital-Cedar
Crest: “I’d like to report an unsafe environ-
ment with a[n] Amazon facility in Fogels-
ville…Severalpatientshavecome in the last
couple dayswith heat-related injuries.”

On June 13, OSHA received a letter from
AllenForney,Amazon’s site safetymanager.

“On June 3, 2011, the Lehigh Valley area
experienced unusual, extremely high tem-
peratures which caused the heat index
inside our building to reach a temperature
above 95 degrees in a few areas of the
building,”Forneywrote. “Asaresultof these
high temperatures, 15 out of 1,600 em-
ployees experienced heat-related symp-
toms.Sixof theseemployeesweretreatedat
a local hospital ER for non-work related
medical conditions triggered by the heat.
None of those employees was admitted to
the hospital; each employee was treated
and released the same day. The other
employees received water and ice treat-
ment … by our facility’s first-aid depart-
ment. All employees returned to work the
sameday.”

Forney wrote the warehouse had mea-
sures in place to manage heat risk before
OSHA’s inspection. Those measures in-
cluded heat index sensors installed
throughout the building in March that
notifywarehousemanagerswhenthe index
exceeds 90 degrees, he wrote. Fans are
installed throughout the building and
louver doors provide ventilation, hewrote.

Amazon bought 2,000 cooling bandan-
nas, which were given to every employee,
and those in the dock/trailer yard received
cooling vests, Forney said. Managers walk
the building to make sure employees get
enoughwater and towatch for heat-related
symptoms, he said.

Workers “typically” get breaks extended
by five minutes when temperatures range
between 90 and 99 degrees, Forney wrote.
When the heat index ranges from100 to 114
degrees, Amazon “typically” gives hourly
breaks of at least five minutes and shifts
heavier work to cooler times of the day,
Forney said.

OSHA inspected the Amazon.com facility in Upper Macungie this summer after workers complained of high temperatures and difficult
working conditions. The company added fans, gave workers more breaks and made other changes to address the problem.
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EXPLOSIVE GROWTH
While many other retailers have struggled
through the recession, Amazon.com’s
annual sales have more than tripled over
the past five years.

$10.7

$14.8

$19.2

$24.5

$34.2

’06 ’07 ’08 ’09 ’10

Sales in billions

JESSICA DeLORENZO/THE MORNING CALL

Source: Amazon.com

Sales in billions

“I devoted nearly a year of
my life trying to get a job
and that whole time was
a waste.”
— Sharon Faust, former worker

“I thought they would
treat their employees
better.”
— Robert Rivas, former worker

“It’s a good company.
They’re sincere in
what they do.”
— Ron Heckman, current worker

“I never missed a day, was
never sick, never came in
late. I was the model
employee. But after a
while, I could only achieve
a certain rate and I
couldn’t go any faster.
It was just brutal.”
—Unnamed former worker

“I never felt like passing
out in a warehouse and I
never felt treated like a
piece of crap in any other
warehouse but this one.”
— Elmer Goris, former worker.

“I knew if I left through
the nurse’s station I’d get
half a point. If you get
six points within three
months you get fired.”
—Unnamed current worker

“They would say, ‘If you
don’t make rate, we will
walk you out of the
building and give your
job to somebody who
wants a job.’ ”
—Mark Zweifel, former worker

“They’re killing people
mentally and physically.”
—Unnamed former worker

“I tried the best I could.
But that job was really
getting to me.”
— Stephen Dallal, former worker

“It became clear that they
did not want to hire
people. They wanted to let
people go.”
—Unnamed current worker

Employee
voices

MORE ONLINE
■ DOCUMENTS: OSHA’s findings,
employee complaints and Amazon’s response
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“I thought they would treat 
their employees better.”  
— Robert Rivas, former worker

“I never missed a day, was 
never sick, never came in late. 
I was the model employee. 
But after a while, I could only 
achieve a certain rate and I 
couldn’t go any faster.
It was just brutal.” 
 — Unnamed former worker

“It’s a good company. They’re 
sincere in what they do.” 
 — Ron Heckman, current worker

“They’re killing people
mentally and physically.” 
— Unnamed former worker
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designated number of hours, and those not hired to 
permanent Amazon jobs can reapply for temporary 
positions again after a few months, workers said.

Temporary employees interviewed said few people 
in their working groups actually made it to a perma-
nent Amazon position. Instead, they said they were 
pushed harder and harder to work faster and faster 
until they were terminated, they quit or they got in-
jured. Those interviewed say turnover at the ware-
house is high and many hires don’t last more than a 
few months.

The supply of temporary workers keeps Amazon’s 
warehouse fully staffed without the expense of a 
permanent workforce that expects raises and good 
benefits. Using temporary employees in general also 
helps reduce the prospect that employees will orga-
nize a union that pushes for better treatment because 
the employees are in constant flux, labor experts say. 
And Amazon limits its liability for workers’ compen-
sation and unemployment insurance because most of 
the workers don’t work for Amazon, they work for the 
temp agency.

Amazon’s priority and key competitive edge is quick 
delivery of products at low prices. Its Lehigh Valley 
location on Route 100 near Interstate 78 puts one-
third of the population of the U.S. and Canada within 
a one-day haul. And the weak labor market helps keep 
employment costs down.

“We strive to offer our customers the lowest prices 
possible through low everyday product pricing and 
free shipping offers ... and to improve our operating 
efficiencies so that we can continue to lower prices 
for our customers,” Amazon says about itself in docu-
ments filed with the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission.

The situation highlights how companies like Ama-
zon can wield their significant leverage over workers 
in the bleak job market, labor experts say. Large com-
panies such as Amazon can minimize costs for bene-
fits and raises by relying on temporary workers rather 
than having a larger permanent workforce, those ex-
perts say.

“They can get away with it because most workers 
will take whatever they can get with jobs few and far 
between,” said Catherine Ruckelshaus, legal co-direc-
tor of the National Employment Law Project, an ad-
vocacy group for low-wage workers. “The temp work-
er is less likely to complain about it and less likely to 
push for their labor rights because they feel like they 
don’t have much pull or sway with the worksite em-
ployer.”

Amazon warehouse workers interviewed come 
from a variety of backgrounds, including construc-
tion, small business owners and some with years of 
experience at other warehouse and shipping opera-
tions. Several of them said it was their worst work ex-
perience ever.

Their accounts stand in sharp contrast to the “fun, 
fast-paced” atmosphere described in online help 
wanted ads for the Amazon warehouse. Amazon and 
ISS both said they take the safety of workers seriously, 
but declined to discuss specific concerns current and 
former employees voiced to The Morning Call. Both 
companies had three weeks to respond to multiple 
Morning Call inquiries for this story.

Of the workers voicing concerns, 13 were employed 
by ISS and seven directly by Amazon.

‘I couldn’t breathe’
Amazon has two warehouses at the end of Boulder 

Drive in Breinigsville, where work is done that few 
customers ever see. Workers on the receiving side 
unload trucks and unpack boxes of incoming inven-
tory, which they store in bins throughout the ware-
houses. On the outbound side, pickers scurry through 
the aisles gathering products from storage bins and 
bringing them to packers, who box them and ship 
them to customers.

Both permanent and temporary employees are 
subject to a point-based disciplinary system. Employ-
ees accumulate points for such infractions as missing 
work, not working fast enough or breaking a safety 
rule such as keeping two hands on an inventory cart. 
If they get too many points, they can be fired. In the 
event of illness, employees have to bring in a doctor’s 
note and request a medical waiver to have their disci-
plinary points removed, those interviewed said.

Not working fast enough, or failing to “make rate,” is 
a common reason employees get disciplinary points, 
those interviewed said. Workers are expected to main-

INSIDE AMAZON’S WAREHOUSE

Amazon workers interviewed for this
story said they typically had one 15-minute
break before lunch and another 15-minute
break after lunch each10-hour shift.

Forney wrote in a letter to OSHA that if
the index hits 115 degrees, “the senior
manager on duty will decide whether to
close down the entire shift.”

Since the OSHA inspection, Amazon
installed 13 additional fans in the ware-
house, planned to install a cooling system
and temporarily hired emergency medical
personnel towork on-site, Forneywrote.

Noemployeeswerepenalized for leaving
work early due to heat-related symptoms,
Forney wrote. Amazon has an automatic
record-keeping system that gives em-
ployees demerits if they leave early, he
wrote.

“Wewent in andmanually changed each
employee’s time, so we did not have any
employee receivedemerit points for leaving
the site for a heat-related illness,” Forney
wrote.

Amazonand ISSworkers said that policy
changed earlier this year about the same
timeOSHAbegan asking questions, though
precisely when the policy changed is not
clear. When heat is excessive, workers can
nowgohomeearlywithoutpayand itwon’t
jeopardize their jobs. Previously, workers
who left early due to heat-related symp-
toms faced demerits that could ultimately
result in termination if they didn’t provide
doctor’s notes saying they can’t work in
excessive heat,workers said.

OSHAsaid it hadno jurisdictionover the
complaint about workers getting disciplin-
ary points for leaving onhot days.

OnJuly 21, Forney calledOSHA to report
that theheat index in thewarehouseranged
between 108 and 112 degrees. Amazon
initiated voluntary time off, allowing em-
ployees to go home if they wished and ice
creamwas available.

On July 22, Forney told OSHA that
Amazon again instituted voluntary time off
and most workers left. They didn’t have
enough people to run the warehouse, so
they may shut down until the temperature
drops, Forney toldOSHA.

On July 25, a security guard at the
Amazon warehouse called OSHA and said
the temperature exceeded 110 degrees. The
guard reported seeing two pregnant wom-
en taken to nurses and that Amazon would
not open garage doors to help air circula-
tion.

“Theydohave icepops going aroundand
water everywhere,” the guard reported to
OSHA.

OSHA issued recommendations to Ama-
zon Aug. 18 about how it could improve its
heat-stressmanagement plan and closed its
inspection.

“Several conditions and practices were
observed which have the potential to
adversely impact on employee safety and
health,” OSHA’s area director Jean Kulp
said in a letter toAmazon.

The agency recommended that Amazon
reduce temperatures and humidity in the
warehouse, but did not give a target
temperature. The agency also recom-
mended that Amazon provide employees
hourlybreaks inacoolarea, informworkers
and supervisors of the actual heat index or
temperature so that they can increase
monitoring as it gets hotter, and provide
personal fans at eachwork station.

OSHAdoes notmandate thatwork cease
when temperatures exceed a specific de-
gree. Instead, the agency gives employers
guidelines about what they should do in
specific ranges of the heat index.

There is a moderate risk of worker heat
stress when the heat index ranges between
93 and 101 degrees, according to OSHA. At
such times, employers should take precau-
tionary measures that include reminding
workers to drink water, giving frequent
breaks in cool areas and ensuring that
adequatemedical services are available.

When the heat index ranges from 103 to
115 degrees, there is a high risk of worker
heat stress, according toOSHA.Theagency
recommends employers adjust work activ-
ities to reduce the risk of heat stress. The
recommendations include reducing the
pace of work or, if that isn’t possible,
increasing the amount of break time.

Workers said Amazon has installed
cooling units and fans since the inspection,
but the equipment doesn’t keep upper
warehouse levels cool on hot summer days.
One employee said it’s now like “working in
a convection oven while blow-drying your
hair.” They said they received extra break
time when it was hot, but production rates
were not reduced.

Ambulances responded to multiple
medical assistance calls at the Amazon
warehouse during hot days in May. So
AmazonpaidCetroniaAmbulanceCorps to
have ambulances and paramedics stationed
at its two adjacent warehouses during five
days of excessive heat in June and July.

Cetronia provides ambulance service in
Upper Macungie Township, where a large
number of warehouses are concentrated.
Cetroniadidnothaveambulancesstationed
outside any other warehouses during sum-

mer heat waves, said Chris Peischl, the
nonprofit’sdirectorofoperations.However,
henotedthatAmazonhasa largenumberof
employeescomparedwithotherwarehous-
es.

“The majority of people we saw were
heat-related,”Peischl said. “Wesaw20to30
people who cooled down, we helped
hydrate themand theywent back towork.”

Another15peoplewere transported from
the Amazon warehouse to hospitals for
further treatment, according to Cetronia,
but nonewas in critical condition.

TheMorningCall forwardedconcernsof
workers to Amazon. The company didn’t
answer specific questions about the num-
berofpeopleworking in thewarehouse, the
turnover rate or the working conditions.
Instead, Amazon spokeswoman Michele
Glisson emailed a statement, which she
attributed to Vickie Mortimer, general
manager at the Upper Macungie ware-
house.

“Thesafetyandwelfareofouremployees
is our No. 1 priority at Amazon, and as the
general manager, I take that responsibility
seriously,” Mortimer said. “We go to great
lengths to ensure a safe work environment,
with activities that include free water,
snacks, extra fans and cooled air during the
summer. I am grateful to work with such a
fantastic group of employees from our
community, and we partner with them
every day tomake sure our facility is a great
place towork.”

Warehouse workers said Amazon and
ISS both emphasized safety measures and
passed out fruit and water on hot summer
dayswhen thewarehouse gotwarm.

Allentown resident Ron Heckman, 60,
said he started working at the Amazon
warehouse in June 2010.Hewas glad to get
the job, he said, because he had been out of
work for more than a year after the
package-delivery company DHL closed its
Lehigh Valley distribution center in early
2009.

When he saw an advertisement that
Amazonwasrecruitingworkers,he tailored
his resume to emphasize that he was a
motivated worker who understood the
fast-pace demands of the shipping industry,
and got a job.

“I like it,” he said. “It’s a job.”
Heckman works mostly as a picker. But

he’s alsoworked packing boxes and trained
newemployees during peak season.

He works the overnight shift when the
warehouse isn’t as hot as during the day
shift.He saidhe’s seenco-workers getdizzy

andleaveduringheatwaves,but theywould
return towork the following day, he said.

Heckman said he never had any heat-
related problems and he drank a lot of
water,whichmanagers advised.

“A lot of people say it’s hot and you feel
aggravated at times and you wish it wasn’t
ashotas itwas,but it’s thenatureof the job,”
Heckman said. “Notmanypeople felt itwas
unbearable.”

Heckman said there is a lot of turnover at
thewarehouse,butAmazonhasbeenhiring
more permanent employees since the
summerbegan. Previously, amajority of the
warehouse workers were temporary em-
ployees and many grew frustrated waiting
to learnwhether theywouldget permanent
positions, he said. Now the ratio is closer to
half permanent employees and half tempo-
raryworkers, he said.

“A lot of people got disappointed,”
Heckman said. “Earlier this year it was for
goodreason,becausea lotofpeople left.But
that definitely has changed. … It’s a good
company. They’re sincere inwhat they do.”

‘End slavery at Amazon’
Karen Salasky, 44, was out of work for

two years after getting laid off from a
secretary job with a home builder. The
Bethlehemresident got a postcard fromISS
saying it was hiring people to work at the
Amazonwarehouse, so she applied.

“At first, I loved it,” she said. “I started in
November.Weworked11-hourdaysbecause
of Christmas. It was hard, but I pushed
myself and I got used to it.”

Salasky had worked as a waitress, so she
didn’t mind being on her feet all day. And
she enjoyed thewalking,which she consid-
ered good exercise. But she said she grew
frustrated when she received a warning
letter inMarch from amanager stating she
had been unproductive during several
minutes of her shift. Salasky said she was
working as hard as she could, and she
declined to sign thewarning letter.

She wrote a letter to Amazon’s human
resources manager at the Breinigsville
warehouse about the working conditions,
saying sometimes minutes go unaccounted
for in the system because workers use the
restroom, their scanners stop working and
they have to log back into the system, aisles
get crowded requiring workers to take
longer routes to retrieve inventory, or
workers move at a slower pace if they are
not feeling well. Salasky invited the human
resourcesmanager to contact her about the

concerns. She said she never received a
response.

When the weather got hot in May,
Salasky said, herworkpacedropped,which
prompted questions from supervisors.

“I just kept pushing myself,” she said.
“They asked me why my rates were
dropping, and I said my rates are dropping
because it’s hot and I have asthma.”

Salasky said she would cry herself to
sleep at night. She and her colleagues
lamented about the heat, often chanting
sarcastically “End slavery at Amazon.”

Salasky said she informed ISS and
Amazon that she was not interested in a
permanent position, but wanted to com-
plete her1,200-hour temporary term.

One hot day in June, Salasky said, she
wasn’t feeling well. Her fingers tingled and
her body felt numb. She went to the
restroom. An ISSmanager asked if she was
OK, and she said no. She was taken by
wheelchair to an air-conditioned room,
where paramedics examined her while
managers asked questions and took notes.

“I was really upset and I said, ‘All you
people care about is the rates, not the
well-being of the people,’ ” she said. “I’ve
never worked for an employer that had
paramedics waiting outside for people to
drop because of the extremeheat.”

Supervisors told Salasky to go home and
rest. She reported to an ISS office the next
day to drop offmedical paperwork, and she
was asked to sign papers acknowledging
she got irate and used a curse word on the
day she suffered from the heat. She refused
to sign the papers because she said she
didn’t curse. A fewdays later, she called ISS
and found out her assignment had been
terminated.

“I don’t know how they can treat people
this way,” Salasky said. “I think the faster
you work, the bigger raise they get, and
they’re just benefiting themselves and not
caring aboutpeople. I used to shopAmazon
all the time. I will never shop Amazon
again.”

‘I hated this job’
Mark Zweifel, 22, of Coopersburg

worked in the warehouse as a permanent
Amazon employee for more than a year
until he was fired Sept. 9, he said. His
primary job was on the receiving line,
unloading inventory from boxes, scanning
bar codes and loadingproducts into totes so
stowers could store them in bins.

He had previous shipping industry expe-
rience and liked the job for the first six
months, but then he said the productivity
rate abruptly doubled one day from 250
unitsperhour for smaller items to500units
per hour.

“One day we came into work and they
said, ‘Your rate is now 500 units per hour.
Get to it.’ ” Zweifel said. “No warning or
nothing. I’m a young guy. I could keep up
with it. But I saw the older people working
there, they were getting written up a lot. I
didn’t think itwas fair.”

Employees were threatened with termi-
nation on a daily basis during meetings at
the beginning of their shifts, Zweifel said.
Amazon managers used tough talk to
motivateworkers, he said.

“Theywould say, ‘If you don’t make rate,
we will walk you out of the building and
give your job to somebody who wants a
job,’” Zweifel said. “I saw a 65-year-old guy
get fired fornotmaking stowrate. I sawhim
get talked to and then a manager walked
himout of the building.”

Zweifel said he began his job at Amazon
in a group of 16 people and he was among
only two left at the start of the summer.
When he was there, new temporary
workers would come in for training each
week, he said, and most of them wouldn’t
lastmore than amonth or two.

Zweifel said he had trouble earlier this
month when he was temporarily trans-
ferredtoanother job, stowing,whichentails
putting products in bins in the warehouse.
He was written up for not stowing items
quickly enough, he said. Making rate was
difficult because bins were so cluttered he
couldn’t find space to place things, he said.

“They kept saying I was screwing
around,but thebinswere sopackedIhad to
go from one end of the aisle to another,” he
said. “You could have a tiny item like an
iPod, which is easy, or a huge bowl where
youhave to search for adequate space.”

Zweifel said on two days he had a large
number of big items and his rate dropped
both days. His manager accused him of
taking long breaks and being “off task,” he
said. He tried to pick up the pace the next
day, he said, but hewaswritten up again for
being off task andwas let go.

Zweifel said he worked half of his shift
and his manager told him they had to go to
human resources, where he waited for an
hour to speakwith someone.

“They said here’s your termination letter
and they wanted me to sign it, and I said
absolutely not.” Zweifel said. “Themanager
in stow never even talked to me. They just
slapped me with a write-up. They never
asked, ‘Looks like you’re taking excessive
breaks, is something wrong?’ Never once
did she talk to me. I just got two write-ups
and Iwas gone.”

Amazon.com operates two warehouses in Upper Macungie, where more than a thousand
people work to fill orders for customers who rely on the online retailer for quick service.
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The Occupational Health and
Safety Administration in-
spected working conditions
at Amazon.com’s warehouse
this summer after receiving
complaints about workers
suffering from heat-related
problems.
■ June 2: An Amazon ware-
house worker told OSHA that
the heat index, a measure
that considers humidity, in
the warehouse hit 102 de-
grees and 15 workers col-
lapsed. The worker said

employees who left work due
to the heat received dis-
ciplinary points.
■ June 3: OSHA told Ama-
zon managers that the agen-
cy received a complaint
about heat. OSHA asked
Amazon to investigate. Ama-
zon said 15 of its 1,600 ware-
house workers were treated
for heat-related problems
that day and six of them
were taken to a hospital.
■ June 9: OSHA inspected
the Amazon warehouse.

■ June 10: OSHA received a
message on its complaint
hotline from an emergency
room doctor at Lehigh Valley
Hospital-Cedar Crest: “I’d like
to report an unsafe environ-
ment with an Amazon facility
in Fogelsville … Several pa-
tients have come in the last
couple days with heat-re-
lated injuries.”
■ June 13: OSHA received a
letter from Allen Forney,
Amazon’s site safety man-
ager, who disputed that

employees received dis-
ciplinary points for leaving
due to heat-related symp-
toms and that Amazon has
measures in place to protect
workers from the heat.
■ July 21: Forney called
OSHA to report that the heat
index in the warehouse
ranged between 108 and 112
degrees. Amazon initiated
voluntary time off, allowing
employees to go home if they
wished, and ice cream was
available.

would not open garage doors
to help air circulation. “They
do have ice pops going
around and water every-
where,” the guard said.
■ Aug. 18: OSHA issued
recommendations to Ama-
zon about how it could im-
prove its heat-stress man-
agement plan, including
removing heat and humidity
from the warehouse, and
closed its inspection.

Source: OSHA

■ July 22: Forney told OSHA
that Amazon again instituted
voluntary time off and most
workers left. They didn’t have
enough people to run the
warehouse, so they may shut
down until the temperature
drops, Forney said.
■ July 25: An Amazon ware-
house security guard called
OSHA and said the heat
exceeded 110 degrees. The
guard reported seeing two
pregnant women taken to
nurses and that Amazon

OSHA TIMELINE: HEAT-RELATED INJURIES

“The safety and welfare of our employees is our No. 1 priority at Amazon, and as
the general manager, I take that responsibility seriously. We go to great lengths
to ensure a safe work environment, with activities that include free water,
snacks, extra fans and cooled air during the summer. I am grateful to work with
such a fantastic group of employees from our community, and we partner with
them every day to make sure our facility is a great place to work.”
—Vickie Mortimer, general manager at Amazon’s Breinigsville facility

“On June 3, 2011, the Lehigh Valley area experienced unusual, extremely high
temperatures which caused the heat index inside our building to reach a tem-
perature above 95 degrees in a few areas of the building. As a result of these
high temperatures, 15 out of 1,600 employees experienced heat-related symp-
toms. Six of these employees were treated at a local hospital ER for non-work
related medical conditions triggered by the heat. None of those employees was
admitted to the hospital; each employee was treated and released the same
day. The other employees received water and ice treatment … by our facility’s
first aid department. All employees returned to work the same day.”
—Letter to OSHA from Allen Forney, Amazon’s site safety manager.

“ISS respects the privacy of our employees and laws regarding employee pri-
vacy, therefore we cannot address the specific situations you have mentioned.
With all of our temporary assignments, we explain the requirements for the
position, as well as the criteria for becoming a full-time Amazon employee. Our
employees’ safety is a top priority for us, and the focus on employee safety
from Amazon leadership is impressive. We support our employees with a variety
of programs to ensure their well being, including light duty and leaves of ab-
sence.”
—Integrity Staffing Solutions spokeswoman Megan Couch

RESPONSE FROM AMAZON, ISS
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Amazon.com operates two warehouses in Upper Macungie, where 
more than a thousand people work to fill orders for customers who 
rely on the online retailer for quick service.

RESPONSE FROM 
AMAZON, ISS
“The safety and welfare of our employees is our No. 1 priority at 
Amazon, and as the general manager, I take that responsibility 
seriously. We go to great lengths to ensure a safe work environment, 
with activities that include free water, snacks, extra fans and cooled 
air during the summer. I am grateful to work with such a fantastic 
group of employees from our community, and we partner with them 
every day to make sure our facility is a great place to work.”
—Vickie Mortimer, general manager at Amazon’s Breinigsville 
facility

“On June 3, 2011, the Lehigh Valley area experienced unusual, extremely 
high temperatures which caused the heat index inside our building to 
reach a temperature above 95 degrees in a few areas of the building. 
As a result of these high temperatures, 15 out of 1,600 employees 
experienced heat-related symptoms. Six of these employees were 
treated at a local hospital ER for non-work related medical conditions 
triggered by the heat. None of those employees was admitted to the 
hospital; each employee was treated and released the same day. The 
other employees received water and ice treatment ... by our facility’s 
first aid department. All employees returned to work the same day.”
—Letter to OSHA from Allen Forney, Amazon’s site safety 
manager

“ISS respects the privacy of our employees and laws regarding 
employee privacy, therefore we cannot address the specific situations 
you have mentioned. With all of our temporary assignments, we 
explain the requirements for the position, as well as the criteria for 
becoming a full-time Amazon employee. Our employees’ safety is a 
top priority for us, and the focus on employee safety from Amazon 
leadership is impressive. We support our employees with a variety of 
programs to ensure their well being, including light duty and leaves of 
absence.”
—Integrity Staffing Solutions spokeswoman Megan Couch
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tain a rate, measured in units per hour, which varies 
depending on the job and the size of inventory being 
handled. Products moving through the warehouse 
range broadly in size, from compact discs and iPods to 
chain saws. Workers use hand-held scanners to track 
inventory as it moves through the warehouse, which 
enables managers to monitor productivity minute by 
minute, employees said.

Goris, the Allentown resident who worked as a 
permanent Amazon employee, said high tempera-
tures were handled differently at other warehouses 
in which he worked. For instance, loading dock doors 
on opposite sides of those warehouses were left open 
to let fresh air circulate and reduce the temperature 
when it got too hot, he said. When Amazon workers 
asked in meetings why this wasn’t done at the Amazon 
warehouse, managers said the company was worried 
about theft, Goris said.

“Imagine if it’s 98 degrees outside and you’re in a 
warehouse with every single dock door closed,” Goris 
said.

Computers monitored the heat index in the build-
ing and Amazon employees received notification 
about the heat index by email. Goris said one day the 
heat index, a measure that considers humidity, ex-
ceeded 110 degrees on the third floor.

“I remember going up there to check the location 
of an item,” Goris said. “I lasted two minutes, because 
I could not breathe up there.”

Allentown resident Robert Rivas, 38, said he left 
his permanent Amazon warehouse job after about 13 
months to take another job. He said he intensified his 
job search in May after the warehouse started getting 
very hot.

“We got emails about the heat, and the heat index 
got to really outrageous numbers,” he said, recalling 
that the index during one of his shifts hit 114 degrees 
on the ground floor in the receiving area.

Rivas said he received Amazon email notifications 
at his work station when employees needed assis-
tance due to heat-related symptoms. He estimated he 
received between 20 and 30 such emails within a two-
hour period one day. Some people pushed themselves 
to work in the heat because they did not want to get 
disciplinary points, he said.

“When the heat index exceeded 110, they’d give you 
voluntary time off,” Rivas said. “If you wanted to go 
home, they’d send you home. But if you didn’t have 

a doctor’s note saying you couldn’t work in the heat, 
you’d get points.”

Some workers interviewed said that policy has 
changed.

During a July heat wave, Rivas said he felt  he was 
going to faint. He went to an air-conditioned room for 
about half an hour and got drinks from safety workers 
in the warehouse.

“Then they said if you feel better you should go back 
to work,” Rivas said. “I was surprised that it happened 
to me because I heard the horror stories, but I never 
was a part of one. It was surprising to me. I thought 
they would treat their employees better.”

Federal inspection
Heat prompted complaints about working condi-

tions at Amazon to federal regulators who monitor 
workplace safety. The Morning Call obtained docu-
ments regarding the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration’s inspection through the Freedom of 
Information Act.

On June 2, a warehouse employee contacted OSHA 
to report the heat index hit 102 degrees in the ware-
house and 15 workers collapsed. The employee also 
complained that workers who had to go home due to 
heat symptoms received disciplinary points.

“The 102-degree heat index only applied to the first 
floor and not in regards to the second or third floor ... 
I just believe that it is gross negligence for a company 
of this capacity to abuse and enslave their workers,” 
the complaint states.

On June 3, OSHA told Amazon warehouse manag-
ers that the agency received a complaint about heat. 
OSHA officials said they did not plan to inspect the 
warehouse at that time, but wanted Amazon to inves-
tigate the situation, make any modifications needed 
to increase worker safety and report back to OSHA 
about its findings no later than June 13.

OSHA later decided to inspect the warehouse, 
which it did June 9.

On June 10, an OSHA worker heard the following 
message on the agency’s complaint hotline from an 
emergency room doctor at Lehigh Valley Hospital-
Cedar Crest: “I’d like to report an unsafe environment 
with a[n] Amazon facility in Fogelsville ... Several pa-
tients have come in the last couple days with heat-re-
lated injuries.”

On June 13, OSHA received a letter from Allen For-
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The Occupational 
Health and Safety 
Administration 
inspected working 
conditions at 
Amazon.com’s 
warehouse this 
summer after 
receiving complaints 
about workers 
suffering from heat-
related problems.
g June 2: An 
Amazon warehouse 
worker told OSHA 
that the heat index, 
a measure that 
considers humidity, 
in the warehouse hit 
102 degrees and 15 
workers collapsed. 
The worker said

employees who left 
work due to the heat 
received disciplinary 
points.
 g June 3: OSHA told 
Amazon managers 
that the agency 
received a complaint 
about heat. OSHA 
asked Amazon to 
investigate. Ama- 
zon said 15 of its 
1,600 warehouse 
workers were treated 
for heat-related 
problems that day 
and six of them were 
taken to a hospital.
g June 9: OSHA 
inspected the 
Amazon warehouse.

g June 10: OSHA 
received a message 
on its complaint 
hotline from an 
emergency room 
doctor at Lehigh 
Valley Hospital-
Cedar Crest: “I’d like 
to report an unsafe 
environment with 
an Amazon facility in 
Fogelsville ... Several 
patients have come 
in the last couple 
days with heat-re- 
lated injuries.”
g June 13: OSHA 
received a letter 
from Allen Forney, 
Amazon’s site safety 
manager, who 
disputed that

employees received 
disciplinary points for 
leaving due to heat-
related symptoms 
and that Amazon has 
measures in place to 
protect workers from 
the heat.
g July 21: Forney 
called OSHA to 
report that the 
heat index in the 
warehouse ranged 
between 108 and 
112 degrees. Amazon 
initiated voluntary 
time off, allowing 
employees to go 
home if they wished, 
and ice cream was 
available.

g July 22: Forney 
told OSHA that 
Amazon again 
instituted voluntary 
time off and most 
workers left. They 
didn’t have enough 
people to run the 
warehouse, so they 
may shut down until 
the temperature 
drops, Forney said.
g July 25: An 
Amazon warehouse 
security guard called 
OSHA and said the 
heat exceeded 110 
degrees. The guard 
reported seeing two 
pregnant women 
taken to nurses and 
that Amazon

would not open 
garage doors to help 
air circulation. “They 
do have ice pops 
going around and 
water everywhere,” 
the guard said.
g Aug. 18: 
OSHA issued 
recommendations 
to Amazon about 
how it could im- 
prove its heat-stress 
management plan, 
including removing 
heat and humidity 
from the warehouse, 
and closed its 
inspection.

Source: OSHA

OSHA TIMELINE: HEAT-RELATED INJURIES
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ney, Amazon’s site safety manager.
“On June 3, 2011, the Lehigh Valley area experi-

enced unusual, extremely high temperatures which 
caused the heat index inside our building to reach a 
temperature above 95 degrees in a few areas of the 
building,” Forney wrote. “As a result of these high 
temperatures, 15 out of 1,600 employees experienced 
heat-related symptoms. Six of these employees were 
treated at a local hospital ER for non-work related 
medical conditions triggered by the heat. None of 
those employees was admitted to the hospital; each 
employee was treated and released the same day. The 
other employees received water and ice treatment ... 
by our facility’s first-aid department. All employees 
returned to work the same day.”

Forney wrote the warehouse had measures in 
place to manage heat risk before OSHA’s inspection. 
Those measures included heat index sensors installed 
throughout the building in March that notify ware-
house managers when the index exceeds 90 degrees, 
he wrote. Fans are installed throughout the building 
and louver doors provide ventilation, he wrote.

Amazon bought 2,000 cooling bandannas, which 
were given to every employee, and those in the dock/
trailer yard received cooling vests, Forney said. Man-
agers walk the building to make sure employees get 
enough water and to watch for heat-related symp-
toms, he said.

Workers “typically” get breaks extended by five 
minutes when temperatures range between 90 and 99 
degrees, Forney wrote. When the heat index ranges 
from 100 to 114 degrees, Amazon “typically” gives 
hourly breaks of at least five minutes and shifts heavi-
er work to cooler times of the day, Forney said.

Amazon workers interviewed for this story said 
they typically had one 15-minute break before lunch 
and another 15-minute break after lunch each 10-
hour shift.

Forney wrote in a letter to OSHA that if the index 
hits 115 degrees, “the senior manager on duty will de-
cide whether to close down the entire shift.”

Since the OSHA inspection, Amazon installed 13 
additional fans in the warehouse, planned to install 
a cooling system and temporarily hired emergency 
medical personnel to work on-site, Forney wrote.

No employees were penalized for leaving work 
early due to heat-related symptoms, Forney wrote. 
Amazon has an automatic record-keeping system that 
gives employees demerits if they leave early, he wrote.

“We went in and manually changed each employ-
ee’s time, so we did not have any employee receive 
demerit points for leaving the site for a heat-related 
illness,” Forney wrote.

Amazon and ISS workers said that policy changed 
earlier this year about the same time OSHA began 
asking questions, though precisely when the policy 
changed is not clear. When heat is excessive, workers 
can now go home early without pay and it won’t jeop-
ardize their jobs. Previously, workers who left early 
due to heat-related symptoms faced demerits that 
could ultimately result in termination if they didn’t 
provide doctor’s notes saying they can’t work in ex-
cessive heat, workers said.

OSHA said it had no jurisdiction over the complaint 
about workers getting disciplinary points for leaving 
on hot days.

On July 21, Forney called OSHA to report that the 

heat index in the warehouse ranged between 108 and 
112 degrees. Amazon initiated voluntary time off, al-
lowing employees to go home if they wished and ice 
cream was available.

On July 22, Forney told OSHA that Amazon again 
instituted voluntary time off and most workers left. 
They didn’t have enough people to run the ware-
house, so they may shut down until the temperature 
drops, Forney told OSHA.

On July 25, a security guard at the Amazon ware-
house called OSHA and said the temperature exceed-
ed 110 degrees. The guard reported seeing two preg-
nant women taken to nurses and that Amazon would 
not open garage doors to help air circulation.

“They do have ice pops going around and water ev-
erywhere,” the guard reported to OSHA.

OSHA issued recommendations to Amazon Aug. 18 
about how it could improve its heat-stress manage-
ment plan and closed its inspection.

“Several conditions and practices were observed 
which have the potential to adversely impact on em-
ployee safety and health,” OSHA’s area director Jean 
Kulp said in a letter to Amazon.

The agency recommended that Amazon reduce 
temperatures and humidity in the warehouse, but did 
not give a target temperature. The agency also rec-
ommended that Amazon provide employees hourly 
breaks in a cool area, inform workers and supervisors 
of the actual heat index or temperature so that they 
can increase monitoring as it gets hotter, and provide 
personal fans at each work station.

OSHA does not mandate that work cease when 
temperatures exceed a specific degree. Instead, the 
agency gives employers guidelines about what they 
should do in specific ranges of the heat index.

There is a moderate risk of worker heat stress when 
the heat index ranges between 93 and 101 degrees, ac-
cording to OSHA. At such times, employers should 
take precautionary measures that include reminding 
workers to drink water, giving frequent breaks in cool 
areas and ensuring that adequate medical services are 
available.

When the heat index ranges from 103 to 115 degrees, 
there is a high risk of worker heat stress, according 
to OSHA. The agency recommends employers ad-
just work activities to reduce the risk of heat stress. 
The recommendations include reducing the pace of 
work or, if that isn’t possible, increasing the amount 
of break time.

Workers said Amazon has installed cooling units 
and fans since the inspection, but the equipment 
doesn’t keep upper warehouse levels cool on hot sum-
mer days. One employee said it’s now like “working in 
a convection oven while blow-drying your hair.” They 
said they received extra break time when it was hot, 
but production rates were not reduced.

Ambulances responded to multiple medical assis-
tance calls at the Amazon warehouse during hot days 
in May. So Amazon paid Cetronia Ambulance Corps 
to have ambulances and paramedics stationed at its 
two adjacent warehouses during five days of excessive 
heat in June and July.

Cetronia provides ambulance service in Upper 
Macungie Township, where a large number of ware-
houses are concentrated. Cetronia did not have ambu-
lances stationed outside any other warehouses during 
summer heat waves, said Chris Peischl, the nonprofit’s 
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director of operations. However, he noted that Ama-
zon has a large number of employees compared with 
other warehouses.

“The majority of people we saw were heat-related,” 
Peischl said. “We saw 20 to 30 people who cooled 
down, we helped hydrate them and they went back 
to work.”

Another 15 people were transported from the Ama-
zon warehouse to hospitals for further treatment, ac-
cording to Cetronia, but none was in critical condition.

The Morning Call forwarded concerns of work-
ers to Amazon. The company didn’t answer specific 
questions about the number of people working in the 
warehouse, the turnover rate or the working condi-
tions. Instead, Amazon spokeswoman Michele Glis-
son emailed a statement, which she attributed to 
Vickie Mortimer, general manager at the Upper Mac-
ungie warehouse.

“The safety and welfare of our employees is our No. 
1 priority at Amazon, and as the general manager, I 
take that responsibility seriously,” Mortimer said. “We 
go to great lengths to ensure a safe work environment, 
with activities that include free water, snacks, extra 
fans and cooled air during the summer. I am grateful 
to work with such a fantastic group of employees from 
our community, and we partner with them every day 
to make sure our facility is a great place to work.”

Warehouse workers said Amazon and ISS both em-
phasized safety measures and passed out fruit and 
water on hot summer days when the warehouse got 
warm.

Allentown resident Ron Heckman, 60, said he start-
ed working at the Amazon warehouse in June 2010. 
He was glad to get the job, he said, because he had 
been out of work for more than a year after the pack-
age-delivery company DHL closed its Lehigh Valley 
distribution center in early 2009.

When he saw an advertisement that Amazon was 
recruiting workers, he tailored his resume to empha-
size that he was a motivated worker who understood 
the fast-pace demands of the shipping industry, and 
got a job.

“I like it,” he said. “It’s a job.”
Heckman works mostly as a picker. But he’s also 

worked packing boxes and trained new employees 
during peak season.

He works the overnight shift when the warehouse 
isn’t as hot as during the day shift. He said he’s seen 
co-workers get dizzy and leave during heat waves, but 
they would return to work the following day, he said.

Heckman said he never had any heat-related prob-
lems and he drank a lot of water, which managers ad-
vised.

“A lot of people say it’s hot and you feel aggravated 
at times and you wish it wasn’t as hot as it was, but 
it’s the nature of the job,” Heckman said. “Not many 
people felt it was unbearable.”

Heckman said there is a lot of turnover at the ware-
house, but Amazon has been hiring more permanent 
employees since the summer began. Previously, a 
majority of the warehouse workers were temporary 
employees and many grew frustrated waiting to learn 
whether they would get permanent positions, he said. 
Now the ratio is closer to half permanent employees 
and half temporary workers, he said.

“A lot of people got disappointed,” Heckman said. 
“Earlier this year it was for good reason, because a lot 

of people left. But that definitely has changed. ... It’s a 
good company. They’re sincere in what they do.”

‘End slavery at Amazon’
Karen Salasky, 44, was out of work for two years af-

ter getting laid off from a secretary job with a home 
builder. The Bethlehem resident got a postcard from 
ISS saying it was hiring people to work at the Amazon 
warehouse, so she applied.

“At first, I loved it,” she said. “I started in November. 
We worked 11-hour days because of Christmas. It was 
hard, but I pushed myself and I got used to it.”

Salasky had worked as a waitress, so she didn’t mind 
being on her feet all day. And she enjoyed the walking, 
which she considered good exercise. But she said she 
grew frustrated when she received a warning letter in 
March from a manager stating she had been unpro-
ductive during several minutes of her shift. Salasky 
said she was working as hard as she could, and she de-
clined to sign the warning letter.

She wrote a letter to Amazon’s human resources 
manager at the Breinigsville warehouse about the 
working conditions, saying sometimes minutes go 
unaccounted for in the system because workers use 
the restroom, their scanners stop working and they 
have to log back into the system, aisles get crowded 
requiring workers to take longer routes to retrieve in-
ventory, or workers move at a slower pace if they are 
not feeling well. Salasky invited the human resources 
manager to contact her about the concerns. She said 
she never received a response.

When the weather got hot in May, Salasky said, her 
work pace dropped, which prompted questions from 
supervisors.

“I just kept pushing myself,” she said. “They asked 
me why my rates were dropping, and I said my rates 
are dropping because it’s hot and I have asthma.”

Salasky said she would cry herself to sleep at night. 
She and her colleagues lamented about the heat, often 
chanting sarcastically “End slavery at Amazon.”

Salasky said she informed ISS and Amazon that she 
was not interested in a permanent position, but want-
ed to complete her 1,200-hour temporary term.

One hot day in June, Salasky said, she wasn’t feel-
ing well. Her fingers tingled and her body felt numb. 
She went to the restroom. An ISS manager asked if 
she was OK, and she said no. She was taken by wheel-
chair to an air-conditioned room, where paramedics 
examined her while managers asked questions and 
took notes.

“I was really upset and I said, ‘All you people care 
about is the rates, not the well-being of the people,’ ” 
she said. “I’ve never worked for an employer that had 
paramedics waiting outside for people to drop be-
cause of the extreme heat.”

Supervisors told Salasky to go home and rest. She 
reported to an ISS office the next day to drop off 
medical paperwork, and she was asked to sign papers 
acknowledging she got irate and used a curse word 
on the day she suffered from the heat. She refused to 
sign the papers because she said she didn’t curse. A 
few days later, she called ISS and found out her assign-
ment had been terminated.

“I don’t know how they can treat people this way,” 
Salasky said. “I think the faster you work, the bigger 
raise they get, and they’re just benefiting themselves 
and not caring about people. I used to shop Amazon 
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all the time. I will never shop Amazon again.”

‘I hated this job’
Mark Zweifel, 22, of Coopersburg worked in the 

warehouse as a permanent Amazon employee for 
more than a year until he was fired Sept. 9, he said. 
His primary job was on the receiving line, unloading 
inventory from boxes, scanning bar codes and load-
ing products into totes so stowers could store them in 
bins.

He had previous shipping industry experience and 
liked the job for the first six months, but then he said 
the productivity rate abruptly doubled one day from 
250 units per hour for smaller items to 500 units per 
hour.

“One day we came into work and they said, ‘Your 
rate is now 500 units per hour. Get to it.’ ” Zweifel said. 
“No warning or nothing. I’m a young guy. I could keep 
up with it. But I saw the older people working there, 
they were getting written up a lot. I didn’t think it was 
fair.”

Employees were threatened with termination on a 
daily basis during meetings at the beginning of their 
shifts, Zweifel said. Amazon managers used tough talk 
to motivate workers, he said.

“They would say, ‘If you don’t make rate, we will walk 
you out of the building and give your job to somebody 
who wants a job,’ ” Zweifel said. “I saw a 65-year-old 
guy get fired for not making stow rate. I saw him get 
talked to and then a manager walked him out of the 
building.”

Zweifel said he began his job at Amazon in a group 
of 16 people and he was among only two left at the 
start of the summer. When he was there, new tempo-
rary workers would come in for training each week, 
he said, and most of them wouldn’t last more than a 
month or two.

Zweifel said he had trouble earlier this month when 
he was temporarily transferred to another job, stow-
ing, which entails putting products in bins in the 
warehouse. He was written up for not stowing items 
quickly enough, he said. Making rate was difficult be-
cause bins were so cluttered he couldn’t find space to 
place things, he said.

“They kept saying I was screwing around, but the 
bins were so packed I had to go from one end of the 
aisle to another,” he said. “You could have a tiny item 
like an iPod, which is easy, or a huge bowl where you 
have to search for adequate space.”

Zweifel said on two days he had a large number of 
big items and his rate dropped both days. His man-
ager accused him of taking long breaks and being “off 
task,” he said. He tried to pick up the pace the next 
day, he said, but he was written up again for being off 
task and was let go.

Zweifel said he worked half of his shift and his 
manager told him they had to go to human resources, 
where he waited for an hour to speak with someone.

“They said here’s your termination letter and they 
wanted me to sign it, and I said absolutely not.” Zwe-
ifel said. “The manager in stow never even talked to 
me. They just slapped me with a write-up. They never 
asked, ‘Looks like you’re taking excessive breaks, is 
something wrong?’ Never once did she talk to me. I 
just got two write-ups and I was gone.”

Zweifel said he felt he was treated unfairly because 
he never had an opportunity to explain his rate, but 

he said he was smiling when he left the warehouse.
“I hated this job so much,” he said.

A business success story
Outside the warehouse, Amazon is a booming busi-

ness success story. Founded in 1994, the company is 
the world’s largest online retailer.

Amazon had 2010 revenues exceeding $34 billion, 
more than triple its sales just five years earlier. The 
company has become a household name as time-
strapped consumers grow more comfortable shop-
ping online and cash-strapped customers look for 
bargains. Along the way, Amazon vastly expanded its 
product line. What began as an online bookstore now 
sells consumer products of all kinds. You can buy CDs, 
DVDs, toys, lawn mowers, electronics, kitchen items, 
clothes and beauty products from Amazon.

The company has upended the retail industry, and 
Amazon’s competitors are no longer just bookstores. 
It’s now considered a key competitor to Walmart, 
which has seen its growth slow considerably while 
Amazon’s sales have skyrocketed.

Amazon’s founder and CEO, Jeffrey Bezos, keeps 
climbing the ranks of the world’s wealthiest people. 
Forbes magazine estimated his net worth to be $18.1 
billion this year, making him the 30th wealthiest per-
son in the world. That wealth is tied to the value of 
Amazon stock, which has grown about eightfold to 
nearly $240 per share over the past five years.

A main difference between Amazon and such stores 
as Barnes & Noble or Walmart is that the entire op-
eration is invisible to customers, other than what they 
see on their computer screens.

When Amazon last year announced plans to open a 
new shipping hub in the Lehigh Valley and hire hun-
dreds of people, officials greeted the news as a sign 
the economy was on the mend and good news for 
thousands of residents left unemployed by the Great 
Recession.

It is one of the few companies regularly recruiting 
and hiring.

‘Chart your course to Amazon’
As of December, Amazon had 33,700 employees 

globally. But that did not include temporary workers 
it hired through staffing firms. The number of tem-
porary employees who do Amazon’s work is not clear. 
The company issues press releases about employ-
ment opportunities but gives no specifics and hasn’t 
responded to The Morning Call’s inquiries.

When it announced its new Lehigh Valley shipping 
hub in May 2010, the company said it would be hiring 
“several hundred” workers. The company announced 
another hiring binge in July, but would not clarify if it 
was expanding its operation or replacing people.

Some interviewed for this story requested ano-
nymity because, they said, Amazon employees are 
instructed that speaking with the media can result in 
termination. They say employment at the warehouse 
ranges from about 900 to 2,000 during peak season. 
And, they say, many in the workforce aren’t employed 
by Amazon at all. Instead, Amazon leases the workers 
from ISS, which is based in Wilmington, Del.

But one worker said Amazon has begun hiring more 
people as permanent employees in recent months.

ISS also declined to answer specific questions from 
The Morning Call regarding employee concerns about 
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working conditions and the rate of employee turnover 
at the Amazon warehouse. It also issued a statement:

“ISS respects the privacy of our employees and laws 
regarding employee privacy, therefore we cannot ad-
dress the specific situations you have mentioned,” 
company spokeswoman Megan Couch said in an 
email. “With all of our temporary assignments, we ex-
plain the requirements for the position, as well as the 
criteria for becoming a full-time Amazon employee. 
Our employees’ safety is a top priority for us, and the 
focus on employee safety from Amazon leadership is 
impressive. We support our employees with a variety 
of programs to ensure their well-being, including light 
duty and leaves of absence.”

ISS recruits temporary workers for positions at Am-
azon warehouses throughout the country. Recent job 
postings on the company’s website include positions 
in Hazleton, Delaware, Indiana, Kentucky, Phoenix, 
Las Vegas and Reno, Nev.

Integrity Staffing Solutions Chief Executive Officer 
Todd Bavol writes a blog called “HR Ninja,” which in-
cludes items about navigating employment laws and 
recognizing when employees are burning out.

ISS has supervisors stationed in the Amazon ware-
house to manage temporary workers, so contact be-
tween temporary employees and Amazon managers 
is minimal.

In its recruiting efforts, ISS accents the prominent 
Amazon name to lure applicants. One of its online 
help-wanted ads says: “Chart your course to Amazon 
with ISS Warehouse positions in Allentown, PA.”

The ad continues: “Looking for a new direction? 
Are you interested in working in a fun, fast-paced at-
mosphere earning up to $12.25 per hour? Let Integ-
rity be your guide to a rewarding career with Amazon, 
the Internet superstore.”

The ads say applicants should be able to lift and 
move up to 49 pounds. They also say warehouse tem-
peratures range between 60 and 95 degrees and “oc-
casionally exceed 95 degrees.”

‘It just got harder and harder’
The 13 ISS employees interviewed said at first, they 

were excited to get jobs. But their hopes turned to dis-
appointment when they experienced what they con-
sidered harsh conditions and saw how few temporary 
employees were hired to permanent positions. Of the 
seven Amazon employees interviewed by The Morn-
ing Call, none started as temporary workers.

Several workers said the longer a person worked in 
the warehouse, the stricter the rules became, and the 
pace at which they were expected to work increased. 
Employees were written up for breaking safety rules, 
such as keeping two hands on a cart. Such infractions 
could impede their getting hired as permanent Ama-
zon employees until they improved their work re-
cords.

Often, their temporary assignments ended before 
their work records were clear.

Kutztown resident Stephen Dallal said he worked at 
the warehouse for about six months as a picker before 
he lost his job for not meeting productivity require-
ments. He left a job as a meat cutter to get full-time 
hours with Amazon, hoping the temporary assign-
ment would lead to a permanent position.

“It just got harder and harder,” Dallal said. “It started 
with 75 pieces an hour. Then 100 pieces an hour. Then 

125 pieces an hour. They just got faster and faster and 
faster.”

Temporary workers were told by ISS their jobs 
could lead to permanent positions, which helped mo-
tivate them to meet production expectations, Dallal 
said.

“They make a lot of promises that they’re going 
to keep everyone here,” he said. “If you’re here five 
months, you’ll have a job here. Then it was half of the 
people would be hired. Then it was ‘You’ll all have in-
terviews.’ The story kept changing.”

The longer he worked there, the less promising the 
job was, Dallal said. He started getting written up for 
not meeting production rates.

“I told the manager I was doing the best I can, but 
they kept writing me up,” Dallal said. “After the third 
one, I got fired. It was getting hotter and hotter, so it 
was hard for me to keep up.”

Dallal said he felt relieved when he lost the job.
“I didn’t want to quit,” he said. “I tried the best I 

could. But that job was really getting to me.”
Sharon Faust said she took a temporary job with 

ISS, hoping it would lead to a permanent position 
with Amazon.

Then in June, the 57-year-old Breinigsville resi-
dent was diagnosed with breast cancer. She notified 
ISS that she needed surgery. They told her she would 
need a note from her doctor saying when she could 
return.

Faust had surgery July 20 and reported to the Ama-
zon warehouse with a doctor’s note saying she could 
return to work Aug. 17. When she arrived to deliver 
the note within a week of her surgery, she found out 
the doctor’s note wasn’t necessary.

“They said my assignment with them is terminated. 
I was just flabbergasted,” Faust said. “I devoted nearly 
a year of my life trying to get a job and that whole time 
was a waste. They kept me on and kept me on until I 
handed in that medical paper, and they said, ‘See ya.’ ”

One temporary warehouse worker who started last 
year said a major selling point was that the assignment 
could lead to a permanent job with Amazon. Workers 
had meetings with their ISS managers at the start of 
each shift. During those meetings, Amazon managers 
would come and deliver a pep talk, encouraging the 
temporary workers who wore white badges to work 
hard if they wanted to get permanent positions and 
wear a blue badge, she said.

“They said, ‘We don’t care if you’ve been here for 
two months or for two weeks. If you work hard, we’ll 
notice and you’ll get converted to a blue badge,’ ” she 
said.

The number of permanent positions available was 
always vague, and it was difficult to get a straight an-
swer about hiring, she said. Managers would say Ama-
zon would be hiring “a significant number” of ISS em-
ployees to permanent positions.

“They said it on a semi-daily basis,” she said. “They 
really dangled it and made it seem like this wonderful 
possibility if we just worked harder ... especially when 
there were a bunch of new hires hungry for a new job.”

She worked in the warehouse for six months and 
didn’t see any of her temporary colleagues converted.

ISS promoted her to ambassador, a position that 
trains new workers. Still, she was terminated shortly 
after the holiday rush ended for missing work during 
snowstorms, she said.
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“It became clear that they did not want to hire peo-
ple. They wanted to let people go,” she said. “They said 
they wanted the best people for ambassadors. I was an 
ambassador and I was not hired.”

‘Set up to fail’
One former temporary warehouse employee said 

he worked seven months before he was terminated 
for not working fast enough. In his 50s, he worked 
10 hours a day, four days a week as a picker, plucking 
items from bins and delivering them to packers who 
put them in boxes for shipment. He would walk 13 to 
15 miles daily, he estimated, and was among the oldest 
pickers.

“At the beginning, I thought I was doing really well,” 
he said. “I never missed a day, was never sick, never 
came in late. I was the model employee. But after a 
while, I could only achieve a certain rate and I couldn’t 
go any faster. It was just brutal.”

He said he was expected to pick 1,200 items in a 10-
hour shift, or one item every 30 seconds.

The warehouse is organized like a library. Bins la-
beled “A” were on the floor. Dim lighting in the ware-
house in which he worked made it difficult for him 
to find items stored in the low bins, especially novels 
with script titles or CDs with small writing, he said. 
Often, he got on his hands and knees to find things in 
the low bin, and would crawl to other bins rather than 
continuously stoop and stand, he said.

“The worst part was getting on my hands and knees 
250 to 300 times a day,” he said.

He got mixed messages from ISS managers, he said. 
He received gift cards and won a laptop as rewards 
for being a good worker. But he also got written up 
for not working fast enough. He started the tempo-
rary position with about 100 others. When he was 
terminated seven months later, he was one of five re-
maining. Three of the temporary workers with whom 
he started got converted to permanent Amazon posi-
tions, he said.

“I don’t want to say anything bad, but they almost 
set you up to fail,” he said. “They always stressed safe-
ty and drinking water, but I always thought the rate is 
not safe.”

The man said he was relieved when his assignment 
was terminated. When he arrived to pick up his final 
paycheck this summer, he saw ambulances stationed 
outside the warehouse. He now works in a beverage 
distribution job, where he said the work pace is more 
reasonable.

The use of temporary workers to minimize the costs 
and liabilities associated with a permanent workforce  
is not unique to Amazon. And the warehouse and 
shipping industry is known for its fast-pace expecta-
tions and physical demands.

But one staffing industry recruiter whose company 
serves the Lehigh Valley shipping industry said he 
has interviewed roughly 40 job applicants who com-
plained of difficult working conditions at the Amazon 
warehouse. Ordinarily, if someone only lasted a few 
months in a warehouse job, it would raise questions 
about their abilities, he said. But he has placed former 
Amazon warehouse workers in other warehouse jobs 
and they were able to meet expectations, he said.

“A lot of places spend time and money to make 
something ergonomically designed so that the aver-

age person can do the work. They don’t have to be a 
professional athlete to do the work,” he said.

‘They just push’
One temporary worker said her vision got blurry, 

she had trouble standing and couldn’t concentrate 
one shift when heat in some parts of the warehouse 
exceeded 110 degrees. She went to a nurse station in 
the warehouse because she was feeling dizzy.

Within minutes of her arrival at the nurse station, 
an ISS manager asked her to sign a paper saying her 
symptoms were not related to work, she said.

The employee takes medication for hypertension 
and signing the papers, she said, would allow her to 
return to work after cooling off.

People with hypertension can be more sensitive to 
heat.

“I think it was work-related, but I just signed the 
paper,” said the employee, who still works in the ware-
house. “I knew if I left through the nurse’s station 
I’d get half a point. If you get six points within three 
months you get fired. ... I didn’t want to start getting 
points.”

She didn’t read the paper she signed or get a copy 
of it.

“I need the money,” she said. “I am looking for an-
other job and as soon as I find one, I’m leaving. But I 
have to stay here until I do.”

Workers injured on the job are legally entitled to 
medical costs and lost wages while they recover. But 
labor experts say temporary employees are less likely 
to know and assert their rights under workers’ com-
pensation laws.

Workplace injury lawsuits are difficult to justify 
with most temporary jobs unless injuries are extreme, 
because the pay is low, said Allentown labor attorney 
Steven Bergstein.

“The problem is at these low-level jobs, the lawsuits 
aren’t worth it because there isn’t much loss,” Berg-
stein said.

One temporary employee who spent several months 
unloading boxes of books in the Amazon warehouse 
said: “Everybody gets backaches, but if you slow down, 
they reprimand you. They’re killing people mentally 
and physically. They just push, push, push.”

During one shift he hurt himself. After seeing a doc-
tor, the worker went on “light duty.” The staffing firm 
didn’t have any such assignments available. So every 
scheduled work day he reported to the ISS office on 
Tilghman Street.

“You’re not allowed to walk around,” he said. “They 
put a chair in the corner and you sit there.”

His job was to count the number of people coming 
into the office. Another person he observed on light 
duty had to count how many trains passed by outside 
the office window.

Another had to count how many people went to the 
restroom.

“A lot of people said [forget] this, I’m going back to 
work,” the employee said.

The employee returned to the warehouse about 
two weeks later. About two weeks after returning, he 
got a call at home from ISS saying his work assign-
ment was over.

spencer.soper@mcall.com
610-820-6694

GERALD LOEB AWARD ENTRY
THE MORNING CALL INSIDE AMAZON’S WAREHOUSE

9



INSIDE AMAZON’S WAREHOUSE

Amazon gets heat over 
warehouse

Company responds to concerns about
working conditions at Valley operation.

BY SPENCER SOPER AND SCOTT KRAUS
Of The Morning Call

Justine Frantz has spent $1,483.31 over the 
past several years buying gifts for her grand-
children from online retailer Amazon.com. 
But the Lower Macungie resident said she 

won’t give the Seattle company another penny after 
reading about working conditions in its Lehigh Val-
ley warehouses.

“Your company is taking advantage of our weak 
economy,” Frantz said in an email last week to Ama-
zon that she shared with The Morning Call. “You have 
people who want to work, who want to do a great job 
and earn their day’s pay and you are treating them 
like they are interchangeable parts of a machine, eas-
ily replaced.”

The online retailer has been responding to such 
complaints from customers throughout the coun-
try since The Morning Call published an article last 
Sunday about working condi-
tions in Amazon’s two warehouses 
in Breinigsville. Workers inter-
viewed for that story said the facil-
ity got brutally hot in the summer 
and that many were terminated 
for failing to meet rapid produc-
tion expectations. Ambulances 
parked outside transported some 
workers to hospitals during heat 
waves.

Amazon would not say how 
many customers contacted the 
company to express concerns since the article was 
published. But the company emailed a response to 
customers who raised the issue.

“At Amazon, the safety and well-being of our em-
ployees is our No. 1 priority,” Amazon told customers 
in the email. “We have several procedures in place to 
ensure the safety of our associates during the sum-
mer heat, including increased breaks, shortened 
shifts, constant reminders and help about hydration, 
and extra ice machines.

“July 2011 was a highly unusual month and set re-
cords for the hottest temperatures during any single 
calendar month in cities across the East Coast. As a 
result of the abnormally high temperatures, we took 
many additional precautions to ensure the safety of 
our associates, including closing our Breinigsville 
facility three times during the summer heat wave ... 
We are looking at additional measures we can take in 
the future, including permanent cooling solutions for 
our Breinigsville facility.”

Thousands of comments were posted in online 

debates after the story was highlighted by national 
media outlets such as the New York Times, Washing-
ton Post, Yahoo and Huffington Post. Several Ama-
zon customers from around the country forwarded 
to The Morning Call email exchanges they had with 
the company. In addition, national labor groups such 
as the Teamsters and American Rights at Work have 
orchestrated letter-writing campaigns, encouraging 
members to let Amazon know they are concerned 
about worker treatment.

Industry analysts say the world’s largest online re-
tailer will have no trouble deflecting the attention.

Amazon responded to the media coverage on 
Thursday by posting a statement on its website. The 
statement provided some new information.

The company “spent more than $2.4 million ur-
gently installing industrial air conditioning units in 

four of our fulfillment centers, in-
cluding our Breinigsville facility,” 
Amazon said Thursday. “These 
industrial air conditioning units 
were online and operational by 
late July and early August. This 
was not mandated by any govern-
mental agency, and in fact air con-
ditioning remains an unusual prac-
tice in warehouses. We’ll continue 
to operate these air conditioning 
units or equivalent ones in future 
summers.”

The company hadn’t said before how much was 
spent on air conditioning, that the units were in-
stalled “urgently,” and when the air conditioning be-
came operational. The Morning Call’s Sept. 18 story 
said Amazon installed cooling systems in the sum-
mer and workers interviewed said the warehouses 
remained hot unless they were in close proximity to 
those systems.

The Occupational Safety and Health Administra-
tion inspected Amazon’s Breinigsville  facility over 
the summer after an employee complained that 15 
workers collapsed on the job when the warehouse 
heat index, a measure that considers humidity, ex-
ceeded 100 degrees. The agency did not issue any 
fines, but recommended that Amazon reduce heat 
and humidity and take other measures to address 
heat.

Amazon also responded Thursday to customer 
criticism about the company’s use of temporary em-
ployees. Workers interviewed by The Morning Call 
said many in the warehouses are hired by the Wilm-
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I wanted to let you know about an
important change that we will be
making to TheMorningCall’s website
in the comingweeks.

On Oct. 10, we will begin offering
digital subscriptions to themorning-
call.com. Purchasing a digital sub-
scriptionwill allow readers to view an
unlimited number of pages, including
articles, blogs, photos and videos.
Those who do not subscribe will have
free access to 10 pages each month
before being asked to become digital
subscribers.

Since its launch in 1996, the-
morningcall.comhas established itself
as the Lehigh Valley’s No. 1 local news
website, drawing more readers than
any other local media company. In
August 2011, the website was viewed a
record number of times, earning 18
million page views from 1.2 million

unique users. In 2010, themorning-
call.com received 174 million page
views, clearly demonstrating theweb-
site’s ability to keep readers coming
back regularly to stay informed.

As this tremendous growth shows,
digital readers recognize thewebsite’s
value and will subscribe to view our
unique, in-depth local news and in-
formation. We will continue to in-
novate in ways that provide readers
with the news they need in whatever
devices and formats they choose.

For about a dime a day, our print
subscribers can get breaking news,
ongoing story updates, videos and
other digital content that help make
themorningcall.com such an impor-
tant local news source.

TimothyE.Ryan,
Publisher,TheMorningCall
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Justine Frantz has spent $1,483.31 over
the past several years buying gifts for her
grandchildren from online retailer Ama-
zon.com. But the LowerMacungie resident
said she won’t give the Seattle company
another penny after reading about working

conditions in its LehighValleywarehouses.
“Your company is taking advantage of

ourweak economy,” Frantz said in an email
last week to Amazon that she shared with
The Morning Call. “You have people who
want to work, who want to do a great job
andearn theirday’spayandyouare treating
them like they are interchangeable parts of
amachine, easily replaced.”

The online retailer has been responding
to such complaints from customers
throughout the country since TheMorning
Call published an article last Sunday about
working conditions in Amazon’s twoware-

houses in Breinigsville. Workers inter-
viewed for that story said the facility got
brutally hot in the summer and that many
were terminated for failing to meet rapid
production expectations. Ambulances
parked outside transported some workers
to hospitals during heatwaves.

Amazon would not say how many
customers contacted the company to ex-
press concerns since the article was pub-
lished.But the companyemaileda response
to customerswho raised the issue.

Amazon gets heat over warehouse
Company responds to
concerns about working
conditions at Valley operation.
By Spencer Soper and Scott Kraus
Of The Morning Call

Please see AMAZON NEWS 12

CAMPUS ACCESS

Itwas the first dayof school at
Muhlenberg College, and fresh-
man Patrick Molloy eagerly of-
fered to help a young woman in
his class find the campus book-
store.

He could sense an element of
surprise inher voice, signaled by
ahesitantpause.With therhyth-
mic tip tap of his cane, he
seamlessly led her to the store.

Molloy, 18, is blind, but he
refuses to take an elevator, use a
guidedogorpassupanopportu-
nity to help someone else who
mayneed a little direction.

“People see me as a college
student who happens to be
blind, not a blind person who
happens to be in college,” said
Molloy, who spent his summer
weekends formulating a mental
blueprint of the 82-acre campus
with a GPS system and a Braille
map created by hismother.

Molloy is Muhlenberg’s first
blindstudent since the1970sand
before theAmericanswithDisa-
bilities Act became law in 1990.
His acceptance to Muhlenberg
this year prompted a slew of
changes on campus, such as an
audio crosswalk at Chew Street
and Braille signs on everything

from dorm doors to washing
machines.

More blind students today
are heading to college, thanks
in part to new technologies
leveling the playing field, ca-
reers that are more accepting
of the visually impaired, and
laws that have made it easier
for them to attend.

“Years ago, they were chan-
neled to blind schools; now,
there is so much more out
there,” said Kate Yarbrough,
who works in Northampton
Community College’s disabili-
ty services office.

The school serves 10 to 12
blind students a year, more
than double the number en-
rolled a decade ago. Lehigh
University is also home to a
blind student this year.

ChrisDanielsen, spokesman
for the Baltimore-based Na-
tional Federation of the Blind,
said more employers today are
open to hiring blind people.

“We see a general trend in
society to integrate people
with disabilities,” he said. “If
you were blind 50 years ago, it
was assumed you couldn’t do
most jobs.”

Back then, blind people
were placed in assembly line

LEADING THEWAY
Freshman Patrick Molloy is
Muhlenberg College’s first blind
student since the 1970s.
ByMarion Callahan
Of The Morning Call

Muhlenberg College freshman Patrick Molloy (right)
of Newtown, Bucks County, speaks with classmate

Marc Jablonski, 18, of Paramus, N.J., during their
Introduction to History: Radicalism in America class

Tuesday in the George T. Ettinger Building, at right.
Above, Molloy navigates the campus.

HARRY FISHER/THE MORNING CALL

VIDEO
Watch a video of freshman Patrick Molloy,
who has learned how to navigate through
Muhlenberg College’s campus.
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ington, Del., firm Integrity Staffing Solutions, or ISS. 
Some of those temporary workers told The Morning 
Call they were encouraged to work hard to earn per-
manent positions, but they saw few temporary work-
ers go on to permanent positions with Amazon.

In its statement, Amazon said:
“We have temporary employees working in our 

facilities for two reasons -- to manage variation in 
customer demand throughout the year and as a way 
of finding high-quality full-time employees,” Ama-
zon said. “There are 1,381 full-time employees in 
Breinigsville, all of whom receive full-time benefits, 
including health care. Since January of this year, 850 
temporary employees in Breinigsville have been con-
verted to full-time employment.”

Amazon spokeswoman Michele Glisson said Satur-
day that all 1,381 are permanent company employees. 
Glisson would not say how many temporary workers 
are employed in Breinigsville. Amazon also declined 
to provide employee turnover rates at the facility.

One former Amazon warehouse worker who read 
the company’s statement said he was disappointed 
because it did not address major concerns among 
workers, namely, the rapid production rates they are 
expected to achieve to avoid being terminated, and 
the frequent turnover.

“Amazon didn’t address the concerns with the 
speed of processing,” said Steve Pratt, 53, of East 
Stroudsburg, who worked in the warehouse as a tem-
porary employee for one month before being termi-
nated, he said, for not working fast enough. “They de-
fended their hiring of temps, and claimed that more 
than 800 were converted to full time, but they still 
didn’t address the speed of processing. ... They still 
have a huge turnover rate.”

Current Amazon warehouse workers, who spoke 
on condition of anonymity, said no changes have tak-
en place in the facility since The Morning Call article 
ran.

On Sept. 19, the day after  the story was published, 
Amazon posted a help wanted ad on its website for 
an on-site medical representative at its Breinigsville  
location. The job duties include “proactively analyze 
tasks for potential safety issues ... and implement a 
site wellness program.”

Amazon would not say if this is a new position or if 
the company is filling a vacancy.

Working conditions in the warehouses could ding 
Amazon’s image, said Internet retail experts, but 
probably won’t hurt the company’s bottom line.

Amazon’s strength is customer service, said Donna 
Hoffman, co-director of the Sloan Center for Inter-
net Retailing at the University of California, River-
side.

It has responded effectively to the story, she said, 
by voicing concerns for worker safety and communi-
cating directly with concerned customers via email. 
The company has weathered previous crises involv-
ing “juiced” product reviews and a prolonged service 
outage by tackling them head-on and addressing cus-
tomers directly, she said.

Some consumers might look for alternatives in the 
short term, she added, but research has shown most 
will return in time.

“They have a really good relationship with their 
customers,” she said. “People like Amazon.”

Amazon’s rapid growth has subjected it to scrutiny 

and higher standards, said Sucharita Mulpuru, an 
analyst who follows the company for Forrester Re-
search, a business and technology research firm in 
Cambridge, Mass. If Amazon’s working conditions 
are viewed as less than “exemplary,” customers will 
perceive them negatively, she said.

It’s similar to Walmart’s constant public relations 
battle, she said.

“If there are conditions that are violations of OSHA 
or even borderline questionable, Amazon absolutely 
will need to fix them, particularly since [The Morn-
ing Call] story showed that people have significant 
interest in reading about things like this,” she said.

Richard Fague of Enfield, Conn., told The Morning 
Call he’s spent several thousand dollars with Amazon 
over the past six or seven years. He emailed Amazon 
to express his displeasure about worker treatment, 
particularly the heavy reliance on temporary work-
ers, and received a “canned response” that he said did 
not address his concerns. He emailed the company 
again.

“Lo and behold, I got another email just like the 
first one, except this one was signed using a differ-
ent name,” Fague said. “I am now officially boycotting 
Amazon, who I used exclusively last year for all of my 
Christmas shopping.”

Trishia Jacobs of Mosier, Ore., said she wrote Ama-
zon a letter saying she and her husband won’t be pa-
tronizing the company anymore.

“I spend my money to reflect my values,” she said.
The Morning Call article was a conversation top-

ic last week at the Midwest Booksellers Association 
trade show in Minneapolis, said Bruce J. Miller of 
Chicago, who represents publishers. He mentioned 
the story to a group of about 50 book sellers, some 
of whom have to compete with Amazon’s low prices, 
abundant inventory and quick delivery.

“The conversation has been that people are horri-
fied by Amazon’s treatment of its workers and they 
want people to understand that when they order 
books online they are supporting this kind of compa-
ny when they could be supporting local independent 
bookstores,” Miller said.

Amazon and ISS have declined to answer specif-
ic questions from The Morning Call regarding the 
Breinigsville facility.

spencer.soper@mcall.com
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INSIDE AMAZON’S WAREHOUSE

“At Amazon, the safety andwell-being of
ouremployees isourNo.1priority,”Amazon
told customers in the email. “We have
several procedures in place to ensure the
safety of our associates during the summer
heat, including increased breaks, shortened
shifts, constant reminders and help about
hydration, and extra icemachines.

“July 2011 was a highly unusual month
and set records for thehottest temperatures
during any single calendar month in cities
across the East Coast. As a result of the
abnormally high temperatures, we took
many additional precautions to ensure the
safety of our associates, including closing
our Breinigsville facility three times during
the summer heat wave …We are looking at
additional measures we can take in the
future, including permanent cooling solu-
tions for ourBreinigsville facility.”

Thousands of comments were posted in
online debates after the story was high-
lightedbynationalmediaoutlets suchas the
New York Times, Washington Post, Yahoo
and Huffington Post. Several Amazon
customers from around the country for-
warded to The Morning Call email ex-
changes they had with the company. In
addition, national labor groups such as the
Teamsters and American Rights at Work
have orchestrated letter-writing campaigns,
encouraging members to let Amazon know
theyareconcernedaboutworker treatment.

Industry analysts say the world’s largest
online retailer will have no trouble deflect-
ing the attention.

Amazon responded to the media cov-
erage on Thursday by posting a statement
on its website. The statement provided
somenew information.

The company “spent more than $2.4
million urgently installing industrial air
conditioning units in four of our fulfillment
centers, including our Breinigsville facility,”
Amazon said Thursday. “These industrial
air conditioning units were online and
operational by late July and early August.
This was not mandated by any govern-
mental agency, and in fact air conditioning
remains an unusual practice inwarehouses.
We’ll continue to operate these air condi-
tioning units or equivalent ones in future
summers.”

The company hadn’t said before how
much was spent on air conditioning, that
the units were installed “urgently,” and
when the air conditioning became opera-
tional.TheMorningCall’s Sept.18 story said
Amazon installed cooling systems in the
summer and workers interviewed said the
warehouses remained hot unless they were
in close proximity to those systems.

The Occupational Safety and Health
Administration inspected Amazon’s Brei-
nigsville facility over the summer after an

employee complained that 15 workers
collapsed on the job when the warehouse
heat index, a measure that considers
humidity,exceeded100degrees.Theagency
did not issue any fines, but recommended
that Amazon reduce heat and humidity and
take othermeasures to address heat.

Amazon also responded Thursday to
customer criticismabout the company’s use

of temporary employees. Workers inter-
viewed by The Morning Call said many in
the warehouses are hired by the Wilming-
ton, Del., firm Integrity Staffing Solutions,
or ISS. Some of those temporary workers
told The Morning Call they were encour-
aged to work hard to earn permanent
positions, but they saw few temporary
workers go on to permanent positions with
Amazon.

In its statement, Amazon said:
“We have temporary employees working

inour facilities for tworeasons—tomanage
variation in customer demand throughout
theyear andas awayof findinghigh-quality
full-time employees,” Amazon said. “There
are 1,381 full-time employees in Breinigs-
ville, all of whom receive full-time benefits,
including health care. Since January of this
year, 850 temporary employees in Breinigs-
ville have been converted to full-time
employment.”

Amazon spokeswoman Michele Glisson
said Saturday that all 1,381 are permanent
company employees. Glissonwould not say
how many temporary workers are em-
ployed in Breinigsville. Amazon also de-
clinedtoprovideemployee turnoverratesat

the facility.
One former Amazon warehouse worker

who read the company’s statement said he
wasdisappointedbecause it didnot address
majorconcernsamongworkers,namely, the
rapid production rates they are expected to
achieve to avoid being terminated, and the
frequent turnover.

“Amazon didn’t address the concerns
with the speed of processing,” said Steve
Pratt, 53, of East Stroudsburg, who worked
in the warehouse as a temporary employee
for one month before being terminated, he
said, for not working fast enough. “They
defended their hiring of temps, and claimed
that more than 800 were converted to full
time, but they still didn’t address the speed
of processing. … They still have a huge
turnover rate.”

Current Amazon warehouse workers,
who spoke on condition of anonymity, said
no changes have taken place in the facility
sinceTheMorningCall article ran.

On Sept. 19, the day after the story was
published,Amazonpostedahelpwantedad
on its website for an on-site medical

AMAZON
Continued from NEWS 1

OSHA employees inspected the Amazon.com warehouses in Breinigsville this summer after hearing complaints about working conditions
including excessive heat. The company says it has installed industrial air conditioners at four of its sites, including Breinigsville.

PHOTO CONTRIBUTED BY OSHA

“We have temporary
employees working in our
facilities for two reasons
— to manage variation
in customer demand
throughout the year
and as a way of finding
high-quality full-time
employees.”
— From an Amazon statement

Please see AMAZON NEWS 13

PHOTO CONTRIBUTED BY OSHA 
OSHA employees inspected the Amazon.com warehouses in Breinigs-
ville this summer after hearing complaints about working conditions 
including excessive heat. The company says it has installed industrial 
air conditioners at four of its sites, including Breinigsville.
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INSIDE AMAZON’S WAREHOUSE

Amazon workers left out
in the cold

Warehouse employees complained about ‘freezing’
for hours after alarms sounded.

BY SPENCER SOPER
Of The Morning Call
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I wanted to let you know about an
important change that we will be
making to TheMorningCall’s website
in the comingweeks.

On Oct. 10, we will begin offering
digital subscriptions to themorning-
call.com. Purchasing a digital sub-
scriptionwill allow readers to view an
unlimited number of pages, including
articles, blogs, photos and videos.
Those who do not subscribe will have
free access to 10 pages each month
before being asked to become digital
subscribers.

Since its launch in 1996, the-
morningcall.comhas established itself
as the Lehigh Valley’s No. 1 local news
website, drawing more readers than
any other local media company. In
August 2011, the website was viewed a
record number of times, earning 18
million page views from 1.2 million

unique users. In 2010, themorning-
call.com received 174 million page
views, clearly demonstrating theweb-
site’s ability to keep readers coming
back regularly to stay informed.

As this tremendous growth shows,
digital readers recognize thewebsite’s
value and will subscribe to view our
unique, in-depth local news and in-
formation. We will continue to in-
novate in ways that provide readers
with the news they need in whatever
devices and formats they choose.

For about a dime a day, our print
subscribers can get breaking news,
ongoing story updates, videos and
other digital content that help make
themorningcall.com such an impor-
tant local news source.

TimothyE.Ryan,
Publisher,TheMorningCall

WATCHDOG REPORT

Justine Frantz has spent $1,483.31 over
the past several years buying gifts for her
grandchildren from online retailer Ama-
zon.com. But the LowerMacungie resident
said she won’t give the Seattle company
another penny after reading about working

conditions in its LehighValleywarehouses.
“Your company is taking advantage of

ourweak economy,” Frantz said in an email
last week to Amazon that she shared with
The Morning Call. “You have people who
want to work, who want to do a great job
andearn theirday’spayandyouare treating
them like they are interchangeable parts of
amachine, easily replaced.”

The online retailer has been responding
to such complaints from customers
throughout the country since TheMorning
Call published an article last Sunday about
working conditions in Amazon’s twoware-

houses in Breinigsville. Workers inter-
viewed for that story said the facility got
brutally hot in the summer and that many
were terminated for failing to meet rapid
production expectations. Ambulances
parked outside transported some workers
to hospitals during heatwaves.

Amazon would not say how many
customers contacted the company to ex-
press concerns since the article was pub-
lished.But the companyemaileda response
to customerswho raised the issue.

Amazon gets heat over warehouse
Company responds to
concerns about working
conditions at Valley operation.
By Spencer Soper and Scott Kraus
Of The Morning Call

Please see AMAZON NEWS 12

CAMPUS ACCESS

Itwas the first dayof school at
Muhlenberg College, and fresh-
man Patrick Molloy eagerly of-
fered to help a young woman in
his class find the campus book-
store.

He could sense an element of
surprise inher voice, signaled by
ahesitantpause.With therhyth-
mic tip tap of his cane, he
seamlessly led her to the store.

Molloy, 18, is blind, but he
refuses to take an elevator, use a
guidedogorpassupanopportu-
nity to help someone else who
mayneed a little direction.

“People see me as a college
student who happens to be
blind, not a blind person who
happens to be in college,” said
Molloy, who spent his summer
weekends formulating a mental
blueprint of the 82-acre campus
with a GPS system and a Braille
map created by hismother.

Molloy is Muhlenberg’s first
blindstudent since the1970sand
before theAmericanswithDisa-
bilities Act became law in 1990.
His acceptance to Muhlenberg
this year prompted a slew of
changes on campus, such as an
audio crosswalk at Chew Street
and Braille signs on everything

from dorm doors to washing
machines.

More blind students today
are heading to college, thanks
in part to new technologies
leveling the playing field, ca-
reers that are more accepting
of the visually impaired, and
laws that have made it easier
for them to attend.

“Years ago, they were chan-
neled to blind schools; now,
there is so much more out
there,” said Kate Yarbrough,
who works in Northampton
Community College’s disabili-
ty services office.

The school serves 10 to 12
blind students a year, more
than double the number en-
rolled a decade ago. Lehigh
University is also home to a
blind student this year.

ChrisDanielsen, spokesman
for the Baltimore-based Na-
tional Federation of the Blind,
said more employers today are
open to hiring blind people.

“We see a general trend in
society to integrate people
with disabilities,” he said. “If
you were blind 50 years ago, it
was assumed you couldn’t do
most jobs.”

Back then, blind people
were placed in assembly line

LEADING THEWAY
Freshman Patrick Molloy is
Muhlenberg College’s first blind
student since the 1970s.
ByMarion Callahan
Of The Morning Call

Muhlenberg College freshman Patrick Molloy (right)
of Newtown, Bucks County, speaks with classmate

Marc Jablonski, 18, of Paramus, N.J., during their
Introduction to History: Radicalism in America class

Tuesday in the George T. Ettinger Building, at right.
Above, Molloy navigates the campus.

HARRY FISHER/THE MORNING CALL

VIDEO
Watch a video of freshman Patrick Molloy,
who has learned how to navigate through
Muhlenberg College’s campus.

themorningcall.com

Please see BLIND NEWS 3

"Your
company
is taking
advantage
of a weak
economy.
— Justine Frantz,
Lower Macungie
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Xbox ban could
happen to you
A North Whitehall teen says he doesn’t
know why he was banned from Micro-
soft’s Xbox Live ... or why he was sud-
denly reinstated Saturday. NEWS 6

Paul Grady was working the night shift last 
November at an Amazon.com warehouse 
in Breinigsville when a fire alarm sound-
ed, forcing employees to evacuate.

It was frigid outside — the temperature dipped 
into the 20s — and many employees left the building 
without coats. Some were wearing only T-shirts and 
shorts or jeans.

Grady, 53, has chronic joint pain and a heart con-
dition he said make him especially sensitive to the 
cold. After attendance was taken 
to make sure all employees had 
evacuated, Grady said, he iden-
tified himself to a manager as 
someone with a disability and 
asked to be allowed in the build-
ing. Some warehouse managers 
were inside at that time, he said, 
and he asked to join them.

Grady said his request was de-
nied and he was forced to remain 
outside without a coat for about 
three hours, which he said left 
him aching and stiff. Amazon 
maintains the evacuation lasted 
approximately one hour and 45 
minutes.

When Grady returned home, 
he said, he popped painkillers, 
took several hot showers and 
slathered himself with Bengay. 
When he returned to work for 
his next shift, he said, he was in 
so much pain he only worked a few hours before he 
asked managers if he could see a doctor. Warehouse 
managers summoned an ambulance, which trans-
ported him to a hospital emergency room where he 
was given morphine. Grady made the allegations in a 
lawsuit, which Amazon disputed.

Grady was among several warehouse workers to 
require medical attention after being exposed to 
frigid temperatures during three warehouse evacu-
ations last November and December, highlighting a 
new occupational hazard claimed by employees who 
last brought to light punishing heat in the Lehigh 
Valley facility. Amazon changed its evacuation poli-
cies and bought hats, blankets and hand warmers to 
distribute during fire alarms after workers needed 
treatment for cold exposure.

Working conditions at Amazon’s Lehigh Valley 

shipping hub gained national attention and a public 
response from the company after a Sept. 18 article 
in The Morning Call revealed employee complaints 
about heat in the warehouse complex and rapid 
production requirements many could not sustain. 
Amazon hired ambulance crews to park outside the 
complex on hot summer days in case workers expe-
rienced heat-related problems. A local emergency 
room doctor who treated Amazon workers for heat 
stress reported an “unsafe environment” to the Oc-

cupational Safety and Health 
Administration, which inspected 
and recommended corrective 
steps.

The Seattle retailer responded 
to the media attention and cus-
tomer backlash that followed by 
saying it had urgently installed 
air conditioning units earlier in 
the summer at some of its East 
Coast warehouses, including its 
Breinigsville operation.

A new investigation by The 
Morning Call has found that 
warehouse workers also say they 
suffered during evacuations in 
the cold and OSHA got involved.

Multiple warehouse workers 
were treated at hospitals for ex-
posure after being outside, with-
out coats, in temperatures below 
freezing for prolonged periods, 
including one night for about 

two hours, according to OSHA records.
Workers interviewed said Amazon forced them to 

remain huddled in the parking lot on frigid nights 
while many workers were wearing only shorts and 
T-shirts. After attendance was taken to make sure all 
employees evacuated, warehouse workers said they 
were not allowed to go to their cars to keep warm. In-
stead, they were instructed by warehouse managers 
to use one another’s body heat and told that anyone 
caught going to their cars would be disciplined and 
could be terminated, workers said.

Several workers said they surmised they were not 
allowed to go to their cars as part of the company’s 
theft prevention efforts, but said managers did not 
give a reason.

On one night when six employees were taken by 
ambulance to a hospital for treatment, about 30 

MONICA CABRERA/ THE MORNING CALL  

James Herbold of Allentown, who was a tem-
porary employee at the Amazon warehouse last 
fall and winter, said people huddled around the 
engine compartment of an ambulance to keep 
warm during one evacuation.

LEHIGH VALLEY’S NEWSPAPER

themorningcall.com

SUPER SUNDAY SAVINGS: UP TO $522 IN COUPONS INSIDE

WHAT’S GOING ON?
Federal vegetation-management rules
do not apply to lower-voltage
transmission lines, such as 69-kilovolt

lines. Some easements for 69-kilovolt lines are
not as wide as the adjacent woods are tall,
which puts power lines within easy striking
distance of falling trees.

In recent years, PPL has
implemented a new vegetation
management policy known as

“directional pruning,” an approach that is
considered good for trees, but leaves power
lines vulnerable to falling branches.

In places where electrical wires are
strung on telephone poles, PPL has
opted against burying distribution

wires in trenches, which would inoculate them
from falling branches. Few American utilities
have gone ahead with such an expensive
upgrade.

1 2 3
Some human decisions played a part in the power outages this year:

PHOTO BY DONNA FISHER/THE MORNING CALL

WATCHDOG REPORT

CHANGING FORTUNES
New Jersey gambling is on the decline while
gambling money flowing into Pennsylvania is on
the rise.

MARTHA MILLER/THE MORNING CALL
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With Pennsylvania on pace to
next year overtake New Jersey as
the busiest gambling mecca in the
East, Atlantic City casinos are
trying to lure gamblers back with
attractions that can’t be found in
theKeystone State.

Youwant blackjack at poolside?
Done.

You want to gamble while
buying shoes?Noproblem.

Youwant to see skilled acrobats
who are unimpeded by, um, cloth-

ing?Coming soon.
“That’s right, we’re getting the

naked circus for Christmas,” Re-
sorts casino owner and CEO
Dennis Gomes said. “You won’t
find that in Pennsylvania.”

What you will find in Penn-
sylvania is a lot of gamblers who
used to play in New Jersey. While
the state’s burgeoning casino in-
dustry continues to climb, New
Jersey’s annual take has plum-
meted more than 30 percent. At
the current pace, Pennsylvania
revenues will overtake Atlantic
City’s next year.

So, as Pennsylvania’s casinos
suck billions of dollars in wagers
out of Atlantic City each year,
flailing shore casinos are fighting
backwithnew ideas.Harrah’swill

Under pressure, N.J. casinos get creative
Atlantic City turns to
poolside tables, nudity
to keep Pennsylvania
from overtaking it.

ByMatt Assad
Of The Morning Call

Please see CASINOS NEWS 14

FIGHTING THE ODDS?

INSIDE AMAZON’S WAREHOUSE

Details
on page 7
Main News.

SPECIAL REPORT: SNOWSTORM AFTERMATH

Paul Grady was working the night
shift last November at an Ama-
zon.com warehouse in Breinigsville
when a fire alarm sounded, forcing
employees to evacuate.

Itwas frigid outside— the temper-
aturedippedintothe20s—andmany

employees left the building without
coats. Some were wearing only T-
shirts and shorts or jeans.

Grady, 53, has chronic joint pain
and a heart condition he said make
him especially sensitive to the cold.
After attendance was taken to make
sure all employees had evacuated,
Grady said, he identified himself to a
manageras someonewithadisability
and asked to be allowed in the
building. Somewarehousemanagers
were inside at that time, he said, and
he asked to join them.

Grady said his request was denied
and he was forced to remain outside
without a coat for about three hours,

which he said left him aching and
stiff. Amazon maintains the evacua-
tion lasted approximately one hour
and45minutes.

When Grady returned home, he
said, he popped painkillers, took
several hot showers and slathered
himself with Bengay. When he re-
turned to work for his next shift, he
said, he was in so much pain he only
worked a few hours before he asked
managers if he could see a doctor.
Warehouse managers summoned an
ambulance, which transported him
to a hospital emergency roomwhere

Amazon workers left out in the cold
Warehouse employees
complained about
‘freezing’ for hours
after alarms sounded.

By Spencer Soper
Of The Morning Call

James Herbold of
Allentown, who was a
temporary employee
at the Amazon ware-
house last fall and
winter, said people
huddled around the
engine compartment
of an ambulance to
keep warm during one
evacuation.

MONICA CABRERA/
THE MORNING CALL

Please see AMAZON NEWS 2

Mother Naturemay have been the primary cause
of the widespread power outages last weekend that
left about 400,000 customers of PPL Electric
Utilities in the cold and dark.

But interviews with PPL officials and public
utility experts suggest some very human decisions
also played a key role in the third-worst power
outage in the company’s history:
■ PPL has been using decades-old easements that
are too narrow to protect major power lines. The
storm felled 10 69-kilovolt transmission lines,
darkening thousands of homes.
■ A tree-trimming plan adopted in the 1990s that is
better for trees and popular with customers also
leaves distribution lines vulnerable to falling limbs
and sagging branches.
■ Like most other domestic utility companies, PPL
has chosen to keep utility lines above ground, saying
it would cost ratepayers too much to bury the lines,
where they would not be threatened by wind and
snow. In Europe, however, utilities in a number of
countries have worked cooperatively to put lines
underground, following street andhighway rights of
way.

Some of the choices that have come to shape the
Lehigh Valley’s power grid were made a long time
ago, others more recently. But all involved value
judgments and balancing acts that reflect the

PPL practices also
contributed to third-worst
power outage in
company’s history.
By Sam Kennedy, Tim Darragh
and Peter Hall
Of The Morning Call

Please see OUTAGES NEWS 4

It wasn’t just Mother Nature
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workers out of 1,200 that evacuated were allowed to board ambulances at the 
warehouse to get warm.

Police suspected the fire alarms and a December arson were related to theft, 
but never made any arrests in connection with them.

Grady and other workers interviewed said they believed Amazon was more 
concerned about theft than keeping its workers safe.

“They didn’t care about anybody standing outside freezing because they 
knew they could replace us the next day if they had to,” Grady said. “Just be-
cause Amazon got robbed doesn’t mean I should get hurt.”

The Morning Call interviewed three current and six former warehouse work-
ers who were present during late-night evacuations last fall and winter. They 
all showed pay stubs, tax forms or other proof of working at the warehouse. 
Eight were employed by Integrity Staffing Solutions, a temporary staffing firm 
that provides workers for Amazon. One worked directly for Amazon, which has 
more than 1,300 direct and an undisclosed number of contract workers stock-
ing shelves and filling customers’ orders at two adjacent warehouses in Upper 
Macungie Township.

The Morning Call also obtained OSHA documents through the Freedom of 
Information Act, reviewed court records from a lawsuit filed by Grady against 
Amazon and ISS, and interviewed fire, police and ambulance officials who re-
sponded to the warehouse during evacuations.

In response to The Morning Call’s inquiries, Amazon posted a statement on 
its website Oct. 24, acknowledging temperature-related issues at its Breinigs-
ville facility. But it declined to answer specific questions about how it handled 
evacuations last fall and winter, why employees were left in the cold for long 
periods without coats or why those employees were not allowed to go to their 
vehicles to keep warm until they could re-enter the warehouse.

“Employee safety is the top priority of our fulfillment center network ... ,” Am-
azon said in a statement. “In our Breinigsville, Pa., fulfillment center, opened in 
July 2010, we’ve had multiple events related to temperature, both high and low. 
To handle the high temperature events, we installed industrial air conditioning 
units. To handle the low temperature events, we developed a new set of proce-
dures for re-entering the building more quickly following fire alarms.”

Amazon also released data about employee injuries at its U.S. warehouses 
and said it is safer to work in them than in many other industries. The company 
released its recordable incidence rate, used by OSHA to measure workplace 
safety. The rate measures the number of work-related injuries and illnesses per 
100 full-time employees per year. Amazon said the rate at its U.S. warehouses 
from Jan. 1, 2006, through Sept. 30, 2011, ranged from 2.5 to 4.2. That rate is 
lower than rates reported by general warehousing, automobile manufacturing 
and department stores, according to the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics.

“Most of these incidents involve single individuals, with the two biggest cat-
egories being muscle strains and cuts,” the company said. “We reduce these 
types of injuries in a number of ways, including through training in simulated 
work areas, which allows employees to practice new jobs in a protected envi-
ronment with experienced Amazon co-workers.”

One worker interviewed for this story who had to leave work early due to 
cold-related symptoms said his injury was considered non-work-related. He 
received demerit points for leaving before his shift was over, he said. Amazon 
would not say if this practice was customary during evacuations, or how other 
worker injuries related to cold exposure were recorded.

‘People were stealing’
Amazon has two warehouses at the end of Boulder Drive in Breinigsville. 

Workers on the receiving side unload trucks and unpack boxes of incoming in-
ventory, which they store in bins throughout the warehouses. On the outbound 
side, pickers scurry through the aisles gathering products from storage bins 
and bringing them to packers, who box them and ship them to customers.

As of September, Amazon said it had 1,381 permanent employees working 
at its Breinigsville warehouses. But it would not say how many temporary em-
ployees.

The holiday shopping season is Amazon’s busiest time of year, and it ramps 
up warehouse employment. Workers in the Breinigsville operation include 
permanent Amazon employees and temporary workers hired by the staffing 
firm ISS, which is currently recruiting for Amazon.

There were at least three emergency evacuations at the Amazon warehouse 
on cold nights last November and December, according to OSHA records and 

Cold night 
evacuations
at Amazon
g Nov. 27, 2010: Someone pulls 
the fire alarm at an Amazon.
com warehouse in Breinigsville, 
and employees evacuate the 
building for at least one hour and 
45 minutes. Multiple employees 
suffer injuries as a result of cold 
exposure and are treated at a 
hospital.
g Dec. 3, 2010: Someone 
activates the warehouse fire 
alarm at 3:23 a.m. Approximately 
1,200 employees evacuate the 
warehouse and some remain 
outside for about two hours. 
Six employees are taken to a 
hospital for treatment due to 
cold exposure.
g Dec. 6, 2010: An Amazon 
employee complains to the 
Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration about two 
warehouse evacuations. “There 
were people passing out, having 
asthma attacks, and I do believe 
a man had a seizure. ... There 
were pregnant women, men and 
women in T-shirts and shorts. 
Some with sleeveless shirts and 
shorts. People were passing 
out and feeling ill left and right.” 
OSHA notifies Amazon about the 
complaint.
g Dec. 9, 2010: A second 
Amazon employee files a 
complaint with OSHA, saying 
that after being out in the cold, 
the employee couldn’t feel his or 
her hands or feet and had to stay 
in bed all day.
g Dec. 13, 2010: Amazon 
responds to OSHA, saying it 
has bought “a large quantity 
of thermal blankets, hand 
warmers and ski caps that will be 
distributed to employees during 
evacuations in cold weather,” 
and it was evaluating its re-entry 
process to see how it could be 
expedited.
g Dec. 14, 2010: OSHA notifies 
Amazon that the complaint has 
been closed.
g Dec. 16, 2010: An arson 
fire forces the evacuation of 
the warehouse. Caps, gloves 
and blankets are distributed 
to employees. Seven are 
treated on site by emergency 
medical technicians, but none 
is transported to the hospital. 
Amazon managers report the 
incident to OSHA that day.
g Feb. 3: A former Amazon 
warehouse worker files a lawsuit 
against Amazon and Integrity 
Staffing Solutions, alleging they 
violated the Americans with 
Disabilities Act by forcing him to 
stay outside in the cold for about 
three hours following a fire alarm.
g June 15: Amazon and Integrity 
Staffing Solutions respond to 
the lawsuit, disputing the length 
of time the employee was left 
in the cold. The evacuation 
lasted approximately 1 hour and 
45 minutes, according to the 
response.
g July 14: Amazon and Integrity 
Staffing Solutions settle 
the lawsuit with the former 
warehouse worker. The terms are 
kept confidential.

Sources: Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration and court documents.
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emergency responders. Evacuations on Nov. 27 and 
Dec. 3 were for fire alarms. An evacuation Dec. 16 
was due to an arson.

“There were a lot of fire alarms over the winter 
because people were stealing,” Upper Macungie Fire 
Commissioner Grant Grim said.

False alarms are particularly difficult for fire offi-
cials to investigate because they have to thoroughly 
inspect the building before allowing people back in 
and don’t immediately know why the alarm was ac-
tivated, Grim said. Amazon has a large warehouse, 
which meant fire officials had to cover a lot of ground.

Police suspected the fire alarms and arson were 
linked to warehouse theft. Employees ordinarily pass 
through metal detectors when leaving the warehouse 
at the end of their shifts. But metal detectors are not 
used during fire alarm evacuations, which presents 
an opportunity to sneak out valuable merchandise.

“You’ve got a lot of employees in a building that 
contains a lot of small, electronic items that are valu-
able,” said Peter Nickischer, a criminal investigator 
with Berks Lehigh Regional police. “That creates 
some problems. ... It was suspected fire alarms were 
related to theft, but we never had a direct link.”

Police have made several arrests for theft at the 
Amazon warehouse. For instance, police in June 
charged a warehouse employee from Bethlehem 
Township, saying he stole $80,000 worth of items 
from the Breinigsville plant between February and 
May and then sold them on eBay.

‘People were passing out’
On Nov. 27, someone activated the fire alarm in the 

Amazon warehouse at 3:26 a.m., forcing an evacua-
tion, according to court documents. Amazon main-
tains the evacuation lasted approximately one hour 
and 45 minutes. The fire department responded and 
no fire was discovered.

As is routine in most emergency evacuations, 
workers were not permitted to get their coats when 
alarms sounded unless they happened to have them 
within reach. Many warehouse workers don’t have a 
regular work station and store their coats in a break 
room, so they had to leave in what they were wear-
ing. Because of the physical nature of their jobs and 
warm temperatures in the warehouse, many em-
ployees wear only T-shirts and jeans or shorts while 
working, several employees said.

Multiple warehouse workers suffered injuries as a 
result of cold exposure that night and were taken to a 
nearby hospital for treatment, according to Amazon’s 
account filed in response to Grady’s lawsuit. Those 
employees returned to work the next day, Amazon 
said in court records.

A warehouse worker complained to OSHA about 
workers being exposed to cold during a fire alarm 
evacuation that night, according to an OSHA file of 
the incident.

“There were people passing out, having asthma at-
tacks and I do believe a man had a seizure,” said the 
worker, whose name was redacted in OSHA records.

The same worker and a second one complained 
about another fire alarm evacuation Dec. 4 that last-
ed roughly two hours.

“There were pregnant women, men and women in 
T-shirts and shorts, some with sleeveless shirts and 
shorts,” one complaint states. “People were passing 

out and feeling ill left and right. ... I am absolutely 
disgusted with this company’s practices and I do be-
lieve OSHA should visit this building and give them 
some sort of coaching on how to better handle the 
situation before there are more people suffering 
from hypothermia.”

Employees had to stand in a single-file line to enter 
the building, the OSHA complaint states. Employ-
ees interviewed said warehouse managers inspected 
their hands with a special light looking for traces of 
a residue left on fire alarms to indicate who activated 
them.

The other warehouse worker complained to OSHA 
of losing feeling in the hands and feet and having to 
stay in bed all day following a fire alarm evacuation 
Dec. 4.

“I feel it was an abuse on their part,” the complaint 
states in Spanish.

On Dec. 3, Cetronia Ambulance Corps transported 
six Amazon warehouse workers to the hospital to 
be treated for cold exposure following a fire alarm 
evacuation, said Larry Wiersch, CEO of the nonprof-
it ambulance service. About 30 other people got into 
ambulances to warm up, he said.

“It was cold — 26 degrees —  and it was windy,” Wi-
ersch said.

It is unclear if Cetronia responded to a separate 
evacuation incident, or if the Dec. 4 OSHA com-
plaints had an inaccurate date for the evacuation.

OSHA contacted Amazon by phone Dec. 6 and sent 
the company a letter saying it received a complaint 
that employees had to evacuate the building for “an 
hour or longer” without outerwear, and that about 10 
employees required medical attention.

OSHA did not inspect the facility. Instead, it asked 
Amazon to investigate the matter and report its find-
ings by Dec. 14. OSHA requested that Amazon post a 
copy of the OSHA letter where warehouse employ-
ees could see it.

On Dec. 13, an Amazon warehouse safety manag-
er responded to OSHA, saying approximately 1,200 
employees were evacuated from the warehouse at 
3:23 a.m. Dec. 3 due to a fire alarm and all employees 
re-entered the building by 5:34 a.m. It was the third 
such evacuation in six weeks, Amazon site safety 
manager Allen Forney said in the letter.

“As this was the third such incident, in conjunc-
tion with the fire commissioner, we brought people 
back into the building using metal detectors and a 
hand check process, which is not standard practice 
for Amazon,” Forney wrote. “This resulted in the 
re-entry process taking much longer than normal. 
Due to our concerns about employee exposure to 
the cold weather, Amazon.com worked closely with 
the fire department to initiate re-entry into the fa-
cility as quickly as possible. Unfortunately, because 
of the amount of time employees spent outside, six 
individuals were sent by EMS for further evaluation 
at the local hospital. The hospital released all of the 
employees back to work.”

Amazon took other steps to protect workers dur-
ing evacuations, Forney wrote in his letter to OSHA.

“We have engaged in productive talks with local 
fire, EMS and police department on ways for us to 
expedite re-entry to the facility,” Forney wrote. “We 
have purchased a large quantity of thermal blankets, 
hand warmers and ski caps that will be distributed 
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to employees during evacuations in cold weather. We 
are evaluating the Amazon entry procedure to help 
expedite the re-entry of our employees.”

OSHA closed the complaint file Dec. 14 and notified 
the employees who complained that “OSHA feels the 
case can be closed on the grounds that the hazardous 
conditions have been corrected (or no longer exist).”

On Dec. 16, warehouse managers called OSHA to 
report that the warehouse had to evacuate for an ar-
son fire. Hats, gloves and blankets were distributed, 
the managers told OSHA. Seven employees received 
medical attention at the warehouse site, but none 
was taken to the hospital, managers told OSHA. The 
fire caused minor damage to some merchandise and 
an upper level of the building, according to police.

‘Painful to grab things’
Josh Yoder, 21, of Allentown, worked as a picker 

on the night shift at Amazon for about eight months 
from September 2010 to May 2011. He was a tempo-
rary employee of ISS. He said fire alarms went off 
several times last year after Thanksgiving.

“For the first couple, myself included, a lot of peo-
ple ended up out there in jeans and T-shirts and that 
was it because we were not allowed to go grab our 
coats, which were in the break room,” Yoder said. 
“Groups of people with coats would huddle around 
these people trying to keep them warm. Most of the 
time, when you’d go back in the building you were 
freezing for the next hour because you had been out 
there so long.”

When workers complained about being cold, man-
agers instructed them to use one another’s body heat 
to stay warm, Yoder said. After several alarms, man-
agers started handing out hats, hand warmers and 
foil emergency blankets, he said.

“They helped a little bit, but it would take them 
a while to get them to you and by the time you got 
them you already lost a lot of body heat,” Yoder said.

Managers said employees caught going to their 
cars would be disciplined and could be terminated, 
Yoder said.

“I didn’t want to get fired, so I stayed outside and 
stuck it out,” he said.

While returning to work following a fire alarm one 
night, Yoder said he saw a man collapse.

“There was an older gentleman. We were in line 
waiting to get back in. He started to fall over,” Yoder 
said. “Me and a couple of co-workers caught him. We 
gave him some water. Then some managers took him 
to the break room and he fell down again. Then he 
was taken out on a stretcher.”

Yoder said he saw multiple people taken out of the 
warehouse in stretchers over the course of several 
fire alarms.

“We were all getting fed up with the fire alarms 
and would ask [warehouse managers] while we were 
standing outside what they were doing to prevent it,” 
Yoder said. “They would tell us they were working on 
it. They didn’t say much more than that.”

Yoder said he bought a fleece-lined hooded sweat 
shirt and kept it with him during his shift.

Yoder said one night, after an evacuation, his 
hands were so numb from the cold that he could not 
hold the portable scanner warehouse workers use to 
record inventory.

“My hands were numb and it was painful to grab 

things because they were so cold,” Yoder said. “My 
hands weren’t even that purple they usually get in 
the cold. They were just gray. I went to the nurse 
and said my hands are hurting. I can’t grab my scan-
ner. She looked at me and said, ‘Are you using a hand 
warmer?’ I showed her I had one in my hand that I 
had the whole time I was outside.”

Yoder said his manager stood by filling out paper-
work and the nurse told the manager it was not work-
related. Yoder said it was “very chilly” because it had 
just snowed.

“They said I would normally have to sign a paper 
but I didn’t have to because I couldn’t even grip a 
pen,” Yoder said. “I thought it was bull that they said 
it wasn’t work-related because I was at work and I 
went outside during my shift. I guess because I wasn’t 
doing my job it wasn’t work-related. They didn’t ex-
plain it much.”

Yoder said he went home early and got a half-point 
demerit for leaving. Warehouse workers get demerits 
for such infractions as arriving late, leaving early or 
breaking a safety rule. Workers who accumulate too 
many points can be terminated.

“I didn’t care,” Yoder said. “I thought, ‘My hands 
hurt, I need to go home and try to get feeling back 
into them.’ I was more worried about my hands than 
I was worried about my job, at that point.”

Yoder said he took a shower at home, gradually in-
creasing the temperature to warm his hands. When 
he returned to work the next day, his hands were a 
little stiff but didn’t hurt, he said.

“I felt like they weren’t too concerned with what 
was happening to the employees,” Yoder said. “I felt 
they worried more about the building than the em-
ployees there.”

Huddled around ambulances
James Herbold, 61, said he worked at the Amazon 

warehouse as a temporary employee of ISS from No-
vember to May.

As he left the building for one fire alarm, Herbold 
said, he turned to get his coat from the lunch room. A 
security guard told him he couldn’t. Herbold ignored 
the instructions and retrieved his coat.

“I said, ‘I’ve had four heart attacks. My doctor said 
the worst thing for me after a heart attack is the cold. 
I am not going outside without my coat on,’ ” Her-
bold said. “I always made sure I had my coat with me 
after that.”

Outside it was 26 degrees and windy. People knew 
the temperature because they were listening to the 
weather reports on radios, Herbold said. Workers 
stood huddled together trying to keep warm. Manag-
ers took roll call, which took about 30 minutes, Her-
bold said.

Even after roll call, employees were not allowed 
to go to their cars to stay warm, he said. Meanwhile, 
warehouse managers and security guards searched 
the warehouse grounds with flashlights, checking 
beneath trees and around bushes, he said.

“Everybody was going, ‘This is ridiculous. What 
are we doing out here?’ ” Herbold said. “People were 
getting really irritated with the way they were being 
treated. ... It got to the point where they had to call 
ambulances because people were getting hypother-
mia.”

Herbold said it felt as if all employees were being 
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punished for the actions of a few who were suspected 
of stealing.

“We said to the Amazon managers, ‘People are get-
ting hypothermia. You’re going to get sued,’ ” Her-
bold said. “They just ignored us. ... They told us, ‘Do 
not go in your cars. Stay in your area. We will tell you 
when you can go back inside.’ ”

When ambulances arrived, workers crowded 
around them near the engines, he said.

“People were huddled around the engine compart-
ment of an ambulance, saying, ‘Oh man, this warm 
air feels good,’ ” Herbold said. “Two days later, [man-
agers] said, ‘Because we had you outside so long on 
that cold night, we’re going to give you a meal.’ They 
gave us hoagies and beans and they didn’t rush us 
back to work. Then the next night we had ice cream. 
... Everyone was laughing about how they were try-
ing to butter us up so we don’t sue them for keeping 
us out in the cold.”

Terrance Saunders, 46, of Effort said he worked in 
the warehouse for a few months as a temporary em-
ployee of ISS. He recalled seeing co-workers pass out 
during a warehouse evacuation on a cold night.

“I was outside and I would see hundreds of people 
outside,” Saunders said. “It’s 2 or 3 in the morning. It 
was bitter cold. We had no coats on and I saw at least 
three people pass out.”

Saunders said he and other workers asked if they 
could go warm up in their cars.

“An Amazon manager told us we could not leave, or 
we would be written up,” Saunders said. “They nev-
er gave a reason for their decisions. ... For the most 
part, if you’ve been out of work for some time, you’re 
afraid to get fired.”

‘He wanted to get ... warm’
Grady, who said cold exposure aggravated his joint 

condition, in February filed a lawsuit against Amazon 
and ISS alleging the companies violated the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act by leaving him exposed to 
the cold for about three hours. His lawsuit sought 
$150,000.

Grady said in the lawsuit that he identified himself 
as a disabled person to Amazon supervisor Paul Wag-
ner and that Wagner denied his request to get out of 
the cold.

Grady said his pre-existing condition was made 
worse by the cold to the point that he couldn’t stand 
or work.

Grady alleged in his lawsuit that warehouse man-
agers instructed him to tell emergency medical re-
sponders that his injuries did not happen at the 
warehouse, but he refused that direction.

In an interview with The Morning Call, Grady 
said, “They stuck a paper in my face and said, ‘Sign 
this. You have to sign this.’ ”

He said he looked at the top of the paper and it was 

a waiver releasing Amazon from liability.
“I said, ‘No, I’m not signing that,’ ” Grady said. 

“They said I have to and I said I don’t.”
A military veteran, Grady went to a Veterans Af-

fairs hospital to see his doctors about joint pain, and 
they recommended physical therapy.

In a joint response to the lawsuit by Amazon and 
ISS, the companies maintained that the fire alarm 
evacuation was approximately one hour and 45 min-
utes and said no one instructed Grady to tell medical 
personnel that his injuries were not sustained at the 
warehouse or in the course of his employment. They 
denied Grady’s rights were violated.

“On Nov. 27, 2010, at approximately 3:26 a.m., an 
unidentified individual(s) pulled a fire alarm inside 
the Breinigsville facility,” attorney Curtis Crowther 
wrote on behalf of Amazon and ISS. “In response 
to the fire alarm, all of defendants’ employees were 
evacuated from the building to ensure their safety 
in the event that there was an actual fire. Individu-
als were allowed to re-enter the building at approxi-
mately 5:15 a.m.”

Grady, Amazon and ISS settled the lawsuit for con-
fidential terms in July.

Jeremy Whitby of Allentown was working at the 
warehouse the night Grady said he suffered from 
cold exposure.

“There was a fire alarm and everyone went out,” 
Whitby said. Grady “didn’t look too good. I asked him 
if he wanted to jump in my car to warm up.”

At that point, Amazon and ISS managers told em-
ployees they weren’t allowed to go to their cars and 
they had to stand in the parking lot. Grady, Whitby 
recalled, asked managers if he could go inside and 
asked them what he could do to get warm.

“He told them everything,” Whitby said. “He was 
telling them he was a veteran and he had this disabil-
ity and he wanted to get in some place warm. They 
just said you have to stay out here.”

Whitby said he gave Grady a ride home that night 
at the end of their shift.

“I didn’t realize how serious it was until later that 
day and he was trying to get out of my car,” Whitby 
said. “It looked like he was 90 years old trying to ma-
neuver out of my car. I felt horrible.”

Grim, Upper Macungie’s fire commissioner, said 
there have been no recent false fire alarms at the 
Amazon warehouse and the company has assured 
township officials it has new policies in place as it in-
creases employment for the busy holiday shopping 
season.

“Hopefully,” Grim said, “things will be better this 
time around.”
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Spencer Soper is a senior business reporter and 
former business editor for The Morning Call 
in Allentown, Pa., where he has worked since 
2005. “Inside Amazon’s Warehouse,” a story 

about difficult working conditions in one of the online 
retailer’s Pennsylvania facilities, won the October Syd-
ney Award for socially-conscious journalism from the 
Sydney Hillman Foundation. In addition to covering a 
host of business topics, including labor, housing, em-
ployment and utilities, Soper writes a weekly interac-
tive column called “On the Cheap” that has become a 
reader favorite. He has earned many honors in journal-
ism, including awards from the Society of Professional 
Journalists Keystone Chapter, the Pennsylvania Newspaper Association, The Associ-
ated Press, the California Newspaper Publishers Association and the San Diego Press 
Club. Before joining the staff at The Morning Call, Soper worked for The Press Demo-
crat in Santa Rosa, Calif., and The North County Times in Escondido, Calif. He lives in 
Bethlehem, Pa., with his wife, Susan, and their three sons, Harry, Spencer and Matthew.
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