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Traumatic occupational deaths are tragic, all the more so because they are largely preventable. Information 
about where and how workers are killed on-the-job is essential in order to target preventive efforts. The Occupational 
Health Surveillance Program (OHSP) of the Massachusetts Department of Public Health collects information about fatal 
occupational injuries from over 25 sources, including death certificates, Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
(OSHA) reports, workers' compensation records and Coast Guard reports. This activity is part of a national effort 
conducted in cooperation with the Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor. 

OHSP also conducts indepth worksite investigations of selected fatal occupational injuries in collaboration with 
the Massachusetts Department of Labor and Industries. These investigations are carried out as part of the national 
Fatality Assessment Control and Evaluation project (FACE), sponsored by the National Institute for Occupational Safety 
and Health (NIOSH). FACE is designed to explore how these deaths occur and to develop countermeasures to prevent 
future fatal injuries. 

This Update provides an overview of traumatic occupational deaths which occurred in Massachusetts during 
1991. 

WHAT ARE TRAUMATIC OCCUPATIONAL DEATHS? 
A traumatic occupational death is defined as a death resulting from traumatic inju~i&(i;bthg external causes 

which occurred while the person was at work in Massachusetts. This definition includes deathrl(taditipndly aawciated 
with workplace factors such as those due to falls, electrocution and acute over-exposure to toxic cherfi ' ig .It k ' 
includes deaths due to homicides and suicides at work and fatal motor vehicle injuries while myelling on the job. 
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77 men and 5 women died in Massachusetts as a result of traumatic occupational injuries, an av&&b&1.6 deiths 
4 d 

per week. 

The annual traumatic occupational fatality rate was 3.0 deaths per 100,000 Massachusetts workers. 

Most of the deceased were in the prime of their working years. The average age at death was 41 years. Thirty-four 
workers died before their 35th birthday. 



Traumatic Occupational Deaths 
by Cause of Death 

Massachusetts. 1991. 
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The leading causes of death were: 
- homicides (17 deaths, 2 1%) 
- on-the-road motor vehicle deaths (15 deaths, 18%) 
- injuries involving watercraft (12 deaths, 15%) 
- falls (10 deaths, 12 %) 
- electrocutions (8 deaths, 10%). 

1991 marks the first year since statistics began to be collected in 1987 that homicide was the leading cause of death to 
Massachusetts workers. The number of occupational homicides more than doubled since 1990, when 8 workers were 
killed on the job. This increase in occupational homicides contrasts with the statewide homicide numbers, which 
remained constant from 1990 (270 homicides) to 1991 (269 homicides). 

Almost half of the 1991 homicides (8 of 17) occurred in the retail trade industry, such as convenience stores. Taxi 
cab drivers accounted for an additional 4 of the 17 homicide victims. The remaining 5 worker fatalities included 1 
security guard, 1 police officer, 1 postal worker, 1 farmer and 1 trucker in the construction industry. 

On-the-road motor vehicle injuries were the second leading cause of death to workers. These 15 deaths involved 
individuals driving for work in a wide range of industries and occupations including truck and delivery drivers, police 
officers and salesmen. Twelve of the workers were operating vehicles, 2 were passengers and 1 was a pedestrian, a 
construction laborer run over by a road grader. Whereas alcohol use was associated with approximately 31 96 of all 
Massachusetts motor vehicle fatalities in 1991, none of these 15 workers were intoxicated at the time of injury. 

Ten of the 12 fatal injuries involving watercraft occurred to workers in the commercial fishing industry. The 
remaining 2 workers were employed by the marine transportation industry as tug boat workers. 



FATALITY RATE HIGHEST FOR WORKERS IN COMMERCIAL FISHING INDUSTRY 

The highest rate of traumatic occupational deaths occurred among workers in the agriculture/forestry/fishing indus- 
tries. The fatality rate of 58.5 per 100,000 workers (15 deaths) is over 19 times the statewide rate of 3.0 deaths per 
100,000 workers. Ten of the 15 agriculture/forestry/fishing workers were employed in the commercial fishing 
industry. The remaining 5 workers included 2 tree trimmers, 2 farmers, and 1 construction worker employed by a 
farm. It was not possible to compute a specific rate for workers in the fishing industry because there is no readily 
available information about the total number of commercial fishermen in the state. However, the rate for the fishing 
industry alone would be significantly higher than for agriculture/forestry/fishing combined. 

Workers in the constructioqindustry had the second highest occupational fatality rate with 10.8 deaths per 100,000 
workers. The leading causes of death to the 10 workers in the construction industry were motor vehicle deaths on 
and off the worksite, electrocutions and falls. 

Workers in the transportatiodcommunicatiodpublic utilities industries were also at increased risk for fatal occupa- 
tional injuries, with 10.6 deaths per 100,000 workers (16 deaths). 
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EMPLOYER COMPLIANCE WITH OSHA REPORTING REQUIREMENTS 

Of all 82 deaths, 21 occurred in industries/circumstances outside of OSHA's jurisdiction, such as deaths among 
workers in the public sector and workers in the fishing industry. Another 36 deaths were due to causes not routinely 
addressed by OSHA, such as homicides, suicides and motor vehicle deaths. In sum, the great majority of traumatic 
occupational deaths in Massachusetts (57 of 82 deaths) occurred in industries, circumstances or causes not addressed 
by OSHA. 

OSHA requires employers to report fatalities to the agency within 48 hours. Of all 82 deaths, 25 were found to be 
reportable to OSHA. Of these 25 reportable, only 16 (64%) were actually reported to OSHA, and OSHA was not 
notified about 9 of the 25 wortable deaths. 

OSHA PENALTIES 

OSHA investigated 20 traumatic occupational fatalities in Massachusetts in 1991. Fines for violations of OSHA 
safety standards related to the fatality were issued against 12 of these employers. No penalties could be assessed for 
4 deaths because the deceased was the owner. The average penalty paid per penalized employer was $8,956. 

An additional 2 employers were cited for failing to report a fatality (OSHA 1904.008). One of these employers was 
fined $750 for a 1991 death, while the other was fined $320 for a 1988 death. No other citations were issued 
against these employers. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
One of the obstacles to preventing work-related deaths is the incorrect perception that these fatal injuries are unfortunate 
accidents which happen inevitably as part of the risk of the job. There are measures that can be taken to reduce the risk of 
fatal injury to workers. Employers have the responsibility to provide safe working conditions. 

FISHING. The high fatality rate in the commercial fishing industry underscores the need for further investigation of 
fatal injuries among fishermen and for safety programs to prevent future deaths. This is of particular concern in 
Massachusetts, where several of the nation's busiest fishing ports are located. Preventive strategies might include, for 

\ example,ensuring that crew members are provided with safety orientation and regularly scheduled emergency instruction, 
and requiring that lifesaving equipment be appropriately stowed, maintained and accessible. 

CONSlRUCl7ON. Workers in the construction industry in Massachusetts continue to be at high risk for fatal 
occupational injuries in part due to motor vehicles, falls and electrocutions. This is especially relevant in Massachusetts, 
where several major public works construction projects - the Boston Harbor, the Central Artery Depression and the 
Third Harbor Tunnel - are now undexway. Combined, these projects constitute the largest c o m c t i o n  project in the 
country. It is an important and opportune time to develop model programs for the prevention of injuries and deaths 
among Massachusetts construction workers. 

HOMICIDES. The hi@ rate of occupational homicides highlights the need for employer policies to p r o m  workers 
from assault. For example, in the retail trade industry, some companies have adopted policies, and several states and 
communities have enacted regulations to deter crime and protect the personal safety of convenience store employees. 
These include providing bright lighting inside and outside stores, employing at least two clerks during late night hours, 
and installing bullet-proof enclosures for employees at high risk. 

MOTOR VEHICLES. Nationally, as well as in Massachusetts, motor vehicles are a leading source of fatal work 
injuries. Employer policies such as inspecting and maintaining motor vehicles, reducing vehicle overloading, and limiting 
the number of consecutive hours that employees must spend behind the wheel may help to decrease the risk of fatal motor 
vehicle injury to workers. OSHA is presently considering a standard to regulate motor vehicle safety in the workplace. 
The proposed rule would require employers to provide driver safety training and ensure that workers use safety belts 
when driving or riding in vehicles on work-related business. OHSP is working with the Massachusetts Fatal Accident 
Reporting System PARS) to better understand the types of circumstances leading to the deaths of workers due to motor 
vehicles. 

ONWING SURWWLLANCE. The Massachusetts Department of Public Health, with federal funding, will continue 
surveillance of traumatic occupational deaths to identify industries and occupations where intervention and prevention 
programs are needed. A full report of fatal occupational injuries from 1987-1991 is due to be released this summer. For 
more detailed tables or full-length FACE fatality reports, please contact OHSP, Massachusetts Department of Public 
Health, 150 Tremont Street 8th Floor, Boston, MA 02 1 1 1. (6 17) 727-2735. 
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