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Foreword

The public health approach of conducting injury surveillance, epidemiol ogic analysis, planned
interventionsand eval uation has served asablueprint for reducing the occupational injury ratein
Alaska. Following this approach, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health
(N1OSH) worked with numerous partnersin the public and private sectorson collaborative efforts
to prevent occupational injuriesandfatalitiesin Alaska. Theseeffortsincluded development of a
comprehensive, statewide surveillance system that hel ped identify new and emerging problems,
track hazardous conditionsover time, target interventions, eval uate effortsand anticipate future
problems. During the 1990s, occupational fatalitiesin Alaska decreased by nearly 50%. This
document describes collaborative effortsthat contributed to thisdecrease.

Oneprimary goal incompiling thisdocument wasto create aresourcethat could be used by anyone
interested in workplace safety in Alaska or other high-risk areas facing occupational injury
challenges. While significant progress was made in the 1990sto reduce fatalitiesin Alaska’s
commercial fishing and helicopter logging industries, challengesremainin reducing the burden of
fatal occupational injuriesincommercial aviationand nonfatal injuriesinconstructionand commercial
fishing.

Thisdocument summarizeswhat isknown about occupational injuriesand fatalitiesin Alaskaby
defining problems, describing recent successes, and recommending approachesfor preventing
occupational injury events. Our hopeisthat thisdocument will serveasacatalyst to broadeninjury
prevention effortstofurther reduce occupational injuriesand fatalitiesin Alaskaand other regions.

Kathleen M. Rest, PhD, MPA

Acting Director,

National Institutefor Occupational
Safety and Health
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PublicHealth Summary

What arethehazards?

Duringthe1980s, Alaskawasidentified asthestatewith thehighest traumatic occupational fatality rate
intheU.S. Whileconsiderabl e progresshasbeen madein reducing thenumber of occupational deathsand
injuriesinAlaska, someworkersinthestatearestill at elevatedrisk. Theseworkersincludecommercial
fishermenworkinginAlaskawaters, and pilotsand passengersonair taxi and commuter flightswithinthe
state. Many of theworkersin these high-risk occupationswork in remote |ocations and experience
exposureto harshand unpredictableweather. Maleworkers, whoforman overwhel ming maority of the
workersinthehighest risk occupationsin Alaska, areal so at much higher risk for occupational fatalities—
96% of all traumatic occupational deathsduring 1990-1999 occurred among men.

How can aworker beexposed or put at risk?

Most Alaskanworkersareexposed to many of thesamerisksasareother workersintheU.S. However,
workersinthehighest-risk occupationsin Alaska al sofaceuniqueand extremeenvironmental risk factors
duetothesizeof thestate, theremotelocationsof many work sites, and thelack of nearby rescueteams
and/or emergency response systems. For example, commercial fishermenin Alaskawork someof the
coldest and roughest watersof theU.S., and are often under intense pressureto meet harvest deadlines.
Coldweather and coldwater contributetoworker fatigueand may exacerbate subsequentinjuries. Pilots
andwork-related passengerson commuter flightsand air taxi soften encounter rapid weather changesas
they travel fromoneremotesitetoanother; theresulting changesinvisibility canoften contributeto crashes.

What recommendationshasthefeder al gover nment madeto protect wor ker s’ safety and health?
During the past decade, successful government/industry collaborations have resulted in multiple
recommendationsto preventinjuriesinhigh-riskindustriesin Alaska. NIOSH hasworked extensively with
worker groups, industry representatives, and other government agenciesto quickly and effectivel y address
thehighworker fatality ratesfor helicopter logging pilotsand crew membersthroughincreased industry
oversight and revised saf ety proceduresat |ogging operations. NI OSH hasworked with fishing groups,
local, national andinternational government agencies,; andindustry representativesto promoteon-board
safety drills, engineering changesto vessels, and theincreased use of personal flotation devicesfor
commercial fishermenworkinginAlaskawaters. NIOSH hasal so been activeinpromotingaviation safety
campaignsfor commercial pilotsof air taxi and commuter flightsaround thestatethroughitspartnerships
with stateand federal agencies, flight operators, pilot associationsand researchers.

Wher ecan mor einfor mation befound?

Thereferencesat theend of thisdocument provideauseful inventory of published reportsand literature.
A number of trade associ ationsand occupational saf ety education organi zationshave al so devel oped
material sregarding occupational safety. Additional information can beobtained from NIOSH through:

1-800-35-NIOSH
(800-356-4674)
or at
www.cdc.gov/niosh







ExecutiveSummary

During 1980-1989, Alaskaexperienced 34.8 traumatic deathsfor every 100,000 workersemployedin
thestate, aratethat was fivetimesthenational rateof 7.0 per 100,000. From 1990 through 1999, 648
Alaskanworkersdiedfromjob-relatedinjuries: 217 commercial fishermen, 107 civilianpilots, 47 military
personnel, and 26 loggers. They diedfromdrowning (219), inaircraft crashes(192), by being crushed
(53), fromintentional injuries(47), inmotor vehiclecrashes(29) andfromfalls(26). Many of thesedeaths
wereamong young people, resultinginover 17,000 worker yearsof potential lifelost beforeage65. Due
tothehighoccupational fatality ratein Alaska, the Centersfor Disease Control and Prevention, NIOSH
responded by establishing afield stationin Anchoragein 1991.

First, NIOSH established data-sharing withjurisdictional agenciesandfromdirect on-siteinvestigation
of incidents. Comprehensiveoccupational injury surveillancewasestablishedfor Alaska, andinteragency
working groups(of stateandfederal agenciesandindustry groups) wereformedandfacilitated, toaddress
major factorsleadingto occupational deathandinjury inthestate.

Since 1990, Alaskahasexperienced a 49 percent overall decline(from 82 deathsin 1990to 42 deaths
in1999) inwork-related deaths, including a67 percent declineincommercial fishing deaths, andavery
sharpdeclineinhelicopter logging-related deaths. Thesearetwo of theoccupationsonwhichinteragency/
industry effortsweremost focused. For example, thesuccessesincommercial fishingare dueinpartto
theU.S. Coast Guard implementing new safety requirementsintheearly 1990s. Thesesaf ety requirements
contributed to 89 percent of thecommercial fishermen surviving vessel sinkings/capsizingsin 1999,
whereasin 1991, only 73 percent survived. Another dangerousareainthefishingindustry isthedeck of
fishingvessels. Surveillancedatafor non-fatal injurieshasledto an ongoing research project ondeck
safety.

Effortsinhelicopter logging haveal sobeensuccessful. Crashesinthat emergingindustry killed 9 Alaskan
workers (pilots, co-pilots, and loggers) and seriously injured 10 others during 1992-1993, but an
interagency effort ledtoimprovementsinregul atory oversight, helicopter logging saf ety workshops, and
formul ating and di ssemi nati ng saf ety recommendations. Sincethefirst helicopter logging saf ety workshop
in 1994, aninternational helicopter logging saf ety committee has been formed, and Alaskahasonly
experienced oneadditional helicopter logging-related fatality through 1999. Theseeffortshaveledto
magj or national andinternational government-industry collaborativeeffortsinimproving safety inhelicopter
lift operations.

Although mortality dueto crashesof fixed-wing aircraft showed modest decreasesin Alaskain 1997-
1999, it persists as the leading cause of death for Alaskan workers and is now a major area of
concentration.

Using surveillance dataasinformationfor action, collaborative effortshave contributed to reducing
Alaska shighoccupational fatality rate. Resultssuggest that extending suchafocused approachto other
areas, and applyingthesestrategiestothefull spectrumof occupational injury hazards, could haveabroad
impact onreducing occupational injuriesinother regions.
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