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Foreword

The public health approach of conducting injury surveillance, epidemiologic analysis, planned
interventions and evaluation has served as a blueprint for reducing the occupational injury rate in
Alaska.  Following this approach, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health
(NIOSH) worked with numerous partners in the public and private sectors on collaborative efforts
to prevent occupational injuries and fatalities in Alaska.  These efforts included development of a
comprehensive, statewide surveillance system that helped identify new and emerging problems,
track hazardous conditions over time, target interventions, evaluate efforts and anticipate future
problems.  During the 1990s, occupational fatalities in Alaska decreased by nearly 50%.  This
document describes collaborative efforts that contributed to this decrease.

One primary goal in compiling this document was to create a resource that 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 1990s to reduce fatalities in Alaska’s
commercial fishing and helicopter logging industries, challenges remain in reducing the burden of
fatal occupational injuries in commercial aviation and nonfatal injuries in construction and commercial
fishing.

This document summarizes what is known about occupational injuries and fatalities in Alaska by
defining problems, describing recent successes, and recommending approaches for preventing
occupational injury events.  Our hope is that this document will serve as a catalyst to broaden injury
prevention efforts to further reduce occupational injuries and fatalities in Alaska and other regions.

Kathleen M. Rest, PhD, MPA
Acting Director,
National Institute for Occupational
    Safety and Health
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Public Health Summary

What are the hazards?
During the 1980s, Alaska was identified as the state with the highest traumatic occupational fatality rate
in the U.S.  While considerable progress has been made in reducing the number of occupational deaths and
injuries in Alaska, some workers in the state are still at elevated risk. These workers include commercial
fishermen working in Alaska waters, and pilots and  passengers on air taxi and commuter flights within the
state.   Many of the workers in these high-risk occupations work in remote locations and experience
exposure to harsh and unpredictable weather.  Male workers, who form an overwhelming majority of the
workers in the highest risk occupations in Alaska, are also at much higher risk for occupational fatalities—

96% of all traumatic occupational deaths during 1990-1999 occurred among men.

How can a worker be exposed or put at risk?
Most Alaskan workers are exposed to many of the same risks as are other workers in the U.S.  However,
workers in the highest-risk occupations in Alaska  also face unique and extreme environmental risk factors
due to the size of the state, the remote locations of many work sites, and the lack of nearby rescue teams
and/or emergency response systems.  For example, commercial fishermen in Alaska work some of the
coldest and roughest waters of the U.S., and are often under intense pressure to meet harvest deadlines.
Cold weather and cold water  contribute to worker fatigue and may exacerbate subsequent injuries. Pilots
and work-related passengers on commuter flights and air taxis often encounter rapid weather changes as
they travel from one remote site to another; the resulting  changes in visibility can often contribute to crashes.

What recommendations has the federal government made to protect workers’ safety and health?
During the past decade, successful government/industry collaborations have resulted in multiple
recommendations to prevent injuries in high-risk industries in Alaska. NIOSH  has worked extensively with
worker groups, industry representatives, and other government agencies to quickly and effectively address
the high worker fatality rates for helicopter logging pilots and crew members through increased industry
oversight and revised safety procedures at logging operations. NIOSH has worked with fishing groups;
local, national and international government agencies; and industry representatives to promote on-board
safety drills, engineering changes to vessels, and the increased use of personal flotation devices for
commercial fishermen working in Alaska waters.  NIOSH has also been active in promoting aviation safety
campaigns for commercial pilots of air taxi and commuter flights around the state through its partnerships
with state and federal agencies, flight operators, pilot associations and researchers.

Where can more information be found?
The references at the end of this document provide a useful inventory of published reports and literature.
A number of trade associations and occupational safety education organizations have also developed
materials regarding occupational safety.  Additional information can be obtained from NIOSH through:

1-800-35-NIOSH
(800-356-4674)

or at
www.cdc.gov/niosh
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Executive Summary

During 1980-1989, Alaska experienced 34.8 traumatic deaths for  every 100,000 workers employed in
the state, a rate that was  five times the national rate of 7.0 per 100,000. From 1990 through 1999, 648
Alaskan workers died from job-related injuries: 217 commercial fishermen, 107 civilian pilots, 47 military
personnel, and 26 loggers.  They died from drowning (219), in aircraft crashes (192), by being crushed
(53), from intentional injuries (47), in motor vehicle crashes (29) and from falls (26).  Many of these deaths
were among young people, resulting in over 17,000 worker years of potential life lost before age 65.  Due
to the high occupational fatality rate in Alaska, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, NIOSH
responded by establishing a field station in Anchorage in 1991.

First, NIOSH established  data-sharing with jurisdictional  agencies and from direct on-site investigation
of incidents.   Comprehensive occupational injury surveillance was established for Alaska, and interagency
working groups (of state and federal agencies and industry groups) were formed and facilitated,  to address
major factors leading to occupational death and injury in the state.

Since 1990, Alaska has experienced  a  49 percent overall decline (from 82 deaths in 1990 to 42 deaths
in 1999) in work-related deaths, including a 67 percent decline in commercial fishing deaths, and a very
sharp decline in helicopter logging-related deaths.  These are two of the occupations on which interagency/
industry efforts were most focused. For  example, the successes in commercial fishing are  due in part to
the U.S. Coast Guard  implementing new safety requirements in the early 1990s.  These safety requirements
contributed to 89 percent of the commercial fishermen surviving vessel sinkings/capsizings in 1999,
whereas in 1991, only 73 percent survived.  Another  dangerous area in the fishing industry is the deck of
fishing vessels.  Surveillance data for non-fatal injuries has led to an ongoing research project on deck
safety.

Efforts in helicopter logging have also been successful.  Crashes in that emerging industry killed 9 Alaskan
workers (pilots, co-pilots, and loggers) and seriously injured 10 others during 1992-1993, but an
interagency effort led to improvements in regulatory oversight, helicopter logging safety workshops, and
formulating and disseminating safety recommendations.  Since the first helicopter logging safety workshop
in 1994, an international helicopter logging safety committee has been formed, and Alaska has only
experienced one additional helicopter logging-related fatality through 1999.  These efforts have led to
major national and international government-industry collaborative efforts in improving safety in helicopter
lift operations.

Although mortality due to crashes of fixed-wing aircraft showed modest decreases in Alaska in 1997-
1999, it persists as the leading cause of death for Alaskan workers and is now a major area of
concentration.

Using surveillance data as information for action, collaborative efforts have contributed to reducing
Alaska’s high occupational fatality rate.  Results suggest that extending  such a focused approach to other
areas, and applying these strategies to the full spectrum of occupational injury hazards, could have a broad
impact on reducing occupational injuries in other regions.
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