Fatal Occupational Injuries

Definition: Traumatic injury deaths occurring on the job.

Summary

In Washington State, the annual occupational injury fatality rate was relatively stable between 1991 and 1996, averaging 4.5 deaths/100,000 workers.  After 1996, the rate decreased steadily to 3.0 deaths/100,000 workers in 1999.  The annual number of these fatalities ranged between 88 and 128.  High-risk Washington industries include agriculture, forestry, and fishing; transportation and public utilities; and construction.

Time Trends
Between 1991 and 1999 Washington’s rate of fatal occupational injuries was lower than that of the United States.  The fatality rate was relatively stable between 1991 and 1996, averaging 4.5 deaths per 100,000 workers.  After 1996, the rate decreased steadily to 3.0 deaths per 100,000 workers in 1999. 
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During this time period, the number of fatalities decreased from 128 in 1996 to 88 in 1999.

Year 2010 Goal
The Healthy People 2010 goal for deaths from occupational injuries for all industries is 3.2 deaths per 100,000 workers age 16 and older.  The fatality rate for 1999 achieves the Healthy People 2010 target, and, given the current trend, it is expected that the state’s rate will remain below this goal.  

Geographic Variation

The largest number of fatalities between 1997 and 1999 occurred in King (59 fatalities), Yakima (22 fatalities), Pierce and Snohomish (19 fatalities each) counties. These numbers should be interpreted with caution given the relatively large populations of King, Pierce, and Snohomish counties.  Some counties with smaller working populations had a relatively large number of fatalities in the time period, but because they are rare events, county rates are often not stable measures.

Age and Gender

For the nation as a whole and Washington, during the period between 1997 and 1999, 92% of fatalities involved men, even though men accounted for only 54% of the state's working population in 1998.  In Washington, most fatalities occurred to workers between ages 35 and 44 (30%), followed by those aged 45 to 54 (22%).  Workers older than 65 accounted for 5% of fatalities, and those younger than 20 accounted for 4%. 

Race and Ethnicity
Whites accounted for 83% of US occupational fatalities in 1997-99, and blacks 10%.  Eleven percent of the workers were of Hispanic origin (and could be of any race).  In Washington in the same time period, 84% of people killed on the job were white, and 10% were of Hispanic origin.  In 1997, 86% of Washington workers were white, and 5.2% were Hispanic.

Risk and Protective Factors

Transportation incidents caused 46% of Washington's occupational fatalities between 1997-99.  Falls to lower levels and being struck by an object were the second and third most common causes of occupational fatality in this time period, accounting for 12% and 11% of the incidents, respectively.

Major industrial categories at high risk in Washington include agriculture, forestry and fishing (with a rate of 17/100,000), transportation and public utilities (12/100,000), and construction (9/100,000).

Risk factors for occupational fatality vary by industry. In agriculture, 29% of the incidents were transportation-related (highway and non-highway), 12% were from violent assaults, and 9% from drowning.  Ten of the 13 fishermen and women killed on the job died when their fishing vessels sank or capsized.  In transportation and public utilities, 44% of the deaths were due to highway motor vehicle incidents, and 15% were due to violent assaults. In construction 39% of the incidents were due to falls to lower levels.

Intervention Strategies 

Fatal occupational injuries tend to occur in situations where work is being conducted in or near hazardous sources of energy or in hazardous environments (physical, chemical, or social).  The best method to reduce the likelihood of fatal injuries would be to remove the hazard from the workplace.  If this cannot be done, then the hazard should be "engineered out" or isolated, so the worker cannot contact the hazard. An example of an ‘engineering’ control would be the installation of machine guarding systems to prevent contact with mechanical hazards.  The next best approach is to use administrative controls that can reduce the hazard or exposure to the hazard, such as with training and education, and other worker initiated activities such as lock-out/tag-out procedures.  The last line of defense is to use personal protective equipment, such as hard hats and seat belts. 

It is the responsibility of employers to identify the hazards specific to their workplace and to develop effective incident prevention strategies.  Some effective programs to reduce worker fatalities have been to require installation of rollover protective systems (ROPS) or roll bars on tractors on farms,
 to require safety equipment and training aboard fishing vessels in Alaska,
 and to require the use of fall arrest systems on construction sites. 

Data Sources

Data for fatal occupational injuries for the US as a whole and Washington were taken from those collected for the Bureau of Labor Statistics' (BLS) Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries (CFOI).  At the state level, to be included in this data source the occupational injury must have occurred in Washington or the death certificate must have been issued by Washington, the death must have occurred during the reference year, and the incident or exposure resulting in death must have occurred while the person was in work status. 

Employment data for calculating rates were extracted from the Bureau of Labor Statistic's Current Population Survey (CPS), as summarized by the Local Area Unemployment Statistics program. The survey is a population-based household-sample survey of the civilian, non-institutionalized population. For calculating rates, military fatalities were subtracted from the totals.

For More Information

Washington State Department of Labor and Industries, Safety and Health Assessment and Research for Prevention (SHARP) (888) 667-4277.
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