Introduction:  The Issues of the Nail Salon Industry
In collaboration between students from UC Berkeley and the organization Asian Communities for Reproductive Justice (ACRJ), this project has aimed to gain a greater comprehension of the health and safety issues which Vietnamese members of the nail salon industry face.  In this industry, which, according to ACRJ, is forty per cent Vietnamese in California and eighty-five per cent nationally, there exists a gap between what is taught in cosmetology schools and what the California State Board of Barbering and Cosmetology (BBC) enforces.  This difference leads to a vicious cycle of misunderstanding regulations and continued violations, creating a workplace that is not fair to or safe for both the nail technicians and the consumer.  From the fieldwork that ACRJ has already completed as well as from the responses collected during this project, it is thought that this disparity occurs because of a communication barrier between the workers and the BBC, as well as because of the BBC’s current inspection process which offers little to no assistance in terms of correcting violations.  

After a review from the BBC’s Inspection Unit, which either can be conducted randomly or after complaints from the public, a variety of citations can be issued.  For example, violations like failure to clearly display a worker’s license by their workstation can result in a one hundred dollar fine.  Furthermore, the improper disinfection of a spa chair is a five hundred dollar citation per chair.  Most significantly, one inspection can lead to multiple violations, which altogether can result in a huge overall fine or even the closure of a shop (California State Board of Barbering and Cosmetology).  

Moreover, in order to appeal a violation, a worker must undergo a complicated and long-lasting bureaucratic process.  This procedure lasts four to six months, starting with the mailing of an appeal letter to the state board within thirty days of the citation.  Then, the nail technician must wait one to three months before receiving notification of the hearing date.  At that time, they must appear in person in Sacramento to argue their case in front of the disciplinary review committee (California State Board of Barbering and Cosmetology). In addition to this complex procedure, it is the responsibility of the worker to provide a translator for the hearing, as well as for understanding the process itself; without a translator, it can be extremely intimidating for a technician to speak out in court.  Also, the technician must be able to find transportation to and from their hearing in Sacramento.  In general, since this process can be difficult for a nail technician who struggles with English to understand, in addition to the time and energy required to complete the appeal, most workers decide that it is easier to simply pay the fine, whether or not they comprehend or even agree with the violation.

Beyond the administrative issues that nail technicians must navigate, there are also extensive health concerns in regards to the chemicals in the nail care products off of which this community bases its living.  For instance, major chemicals like DBP, toluene, and formaldehyde are known to be carcinogenic or to lead to reproductive toxicity.  Some of these chemicals have been prohibited from being included in beauty products in the European Union, but the FDA has yet to do so in the United States.  Some nail care companies like OPI have begun the process of phasing out some of these harmful chemicals from their products, but the use of these dangerous substances is still widespread in the industry (Women’s Voices for the Earth).  It is also important to consider that while these products may not be terribly damaging for a consumer who uses them once in a while, a technician who uses them throughout the day, everyday may incur some major health effects.  

To address these issues, ACRJ has begun a series of outreach programs that aim to empower the community.  Those that are most related to this project are the worker meetings that occur every six weeks and next year’s community forum, both of which aim to present a space in which nail technicians can voice their concerns and seek solutions.  ACRJ also conducts projects that strive to change the political atmosphere through legislative hearings, including worker testimonials to lawmakers, as well as programs that promote public awareness through outlets like the media.  Furthermore, the organization hopes to create a worker handbook that includes information pertaining to health and safety in the workplace, which the workers can then use as a peer-to-peer training tool.  Before the above-mentioned community forum can take place, however, it is necessary to build the organization’s knowledge and understanding of the concerns of the workers.  In this way, by recognizing the community’s needs, the event can be as productive for the nail technicians as possible.  Because of this necessity, this project seeks to survey workers in the Oakland area so as to gain research that supports the goals of the forum and the handbook.  In other words, we are attempting to explore the community’s needs by directly asking, so that the organization and its programs can serve the workers in the best possible manner.  
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