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TIMES O] workers
hit political
rough patch

They think the best
way to improve safety
in Wyoming is to allow
them to sue. But some
legislators don’t agree.

DEEDEE CORRELL
REFPORTING FROM
CHEYENNE, WY O.

This 1s a state anxious to
shed its reputation as the most
dangerous place in the nation
to work.

For the last several years,
Wyoming has outpaced the
rest of the country in oceupa-
tional fatalities, At more than
three times the national aver-
age, the state had 15.6 fatalities
per 100,000 workers of all kinds
from 2005 to 2007, according to
the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

But how to tmprove worker
safety — particularly in the oil
fields, where roughmnecks die at
a higher rate than their
counterparts in other states —
has become a source of conten-
tion among lawmakers, indus-
try leaders and blue-collar
workers. .

Many support a governor-
led task force charged with
seeking ways to decrease such
fatalities, with the help of fed-
eral safety researchers. A simi-
lar program in Alaska reduced
fatalities by 49% over 10 years,
said Gary Hartman, senior ad-
visor to Wyoming. Qov Dave
Freudenthal

Yet a contingent of rough-
necks — led by a small-town
mayor who ance worked in Wy-
oming’s oil flelds — contends
that real change won't occur
until the state makes it easler
for injured workers to sue oil
companies.

“These multibillion-dollar
corporations are completely off
the hook from taking care of
you,” said Leo Beach, 38, whose
hand was crushed in an oil field
accident. “They tuumn their back
onyou. They should be held ac-
countable,”

Industry representatives ar-
gue that paving the way for liti-
gation would produce more
lawsuits, not improve safety.

“The notion that operators
don't do everything they can
every day [to ensure safety] is
ludicrous,” said Paul Ulrich, a
spokesman for EnCana Corp.

0Oil fields are inherently per-
flous, he said. “I personally lost
a family member on a rig,” he
sald. “Tragle, tragie, tragic, but
it is realify af times in Wyo-
ming.”

This marks the second year
that lawmakers have taken up
the emotional and divisive de-
bate over the freatment of
workers injured or killed, par-
ticularly in the il patch:

This year, they passed a bill
to boost workers' compensa-
tion benefits to the survivors of
all kinds of workers killed on
the job. But some maintain
that's not enough — that
roughnecks or thélr survivors
ought to able to sue the compa-
nies.

State law does not prohibit
them from doing so, but in re-
cent years courts have made it
Increasingly difficult for them
to even try, said Riverton May-
or John Vincent, a lawyer who
represerits iInjured workers.

Roughnecks don't work di-
rectly for oil companies but for
independent eantracters hired
by the firms. The contractors,
who pay into the state’s work-
ers’ compensation fund, are
mmune from lawsuits.

The 0il companies are not,
and until ‘about a decade ago,
Wyoming courts routme]y held
that' owners who. maintained
control over their work site
owed a “duty of reasonable

care” to their contractors' em- .

ployees.
Despite a 1986 state Su-
preme Court ruling to that ef-

fect, the courts In-recent years.

began applying a. new stand-
ard: To make a cage, an injured
worker had to prove that the
operator maintained “perva-
sive" control over the site. Few,
if any, workers have aucceeded,

Yet, roughnecks say that oil
and gas companles exert sig-
nificant control over thetr sites
— and therefore should be lia-
ble forunsafe practices.

“But hobody is accountable
for these Injuries or deaths;
The only person who pays is

Dying on the job
The average annual fatality
rate for oil and gas workers
nationwide from 2003 to 2006
was 30.5 per 100,000 workers.
The leading states:

Rate per 100,000 workers

Wyoming R 5.5
New Mexico [N 45.2
Cidahoma N33
Louisiara [N 2.2
Texas [ 25.2

Source; Centers for Disease Cantrol and
Prevention,
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the injured party - he pays
with his limbs or life,” Vincent
said.

Last yaar, Vincent enlisted
his roughneck friends and
hired a lobbyist to push legisla-
tlon asgserting that nperators
owed aduty of careto theircon-
tractors. ,The bill failed, but
Vingent persisted, and this
vear a joint judictary commnit-
tee has drafted simjlar leg'lsla-
tion.

Last week, roughnecks and
construction workers pgathered
at the -Capltol for = ‘hearing,
talking in hushed tones on one
side of the lobby while rrien in
sulfs clustered on theother.

Clad in denim and baseball
caps, some bore the scars of
their jobs. Kellee Cole, 39, ,had a
damaged left eye from a con-
struction . .aceident; Robin
Stedman, 50, used braces to
walk after His leg was shattered
and his brain damaged when
he was forced to jump from an
out-of-control . erarie speeding
down:a mountain road.

Others polnted to.the ribs,
elbows and:jaws.they had bro-
ken: Tn 35 years of roughneck-
ing, Mike BaaVer ‘sald, he's
helped remove the bocues of 10
triends killed on rigs. -

“There’s never' been any
compensation for & lot of my
friends whao’ 've lost their hus-

8-24-2009

‘Nobody is
accountable for
these injuries or
deaths. The only
person who pays
is the injured
party— he pays
with his limbs

or life.

- — JOHN VINCENT,
Riverton, Wyo., mayor and attorney

bands,” he said, adding that he
expects to he blacklisted for
speaking out publicly. “But I
ain't scared of them.”

Advocates of the bill spoke
at a hearing this summer. Op-
ponents had their say at last
week’s hearing, where state
Rep. Roy Cohee criticized
workers. -

' He sald they willingly joined
an occupation known for its
hazards; as well as its high pay,
&t $20 to $30 an hour.

“They teok a high-risk job.
Are they willing to, assume
some oOf the consequences
when they’re injured?” sald Co-
hee, whose trucking company
hau.ls matertals for ofl and gas
operators. |

A lawsuit could destroy his
business, said Cohee, who
Joined other industry repre-
sentatives in saying the pro-
posed legislation would en-
courage more Htlgation with-
ouf increasing safety.

It also would leave vulnera-
ble anyene who hires a contrac-
tor to work on their home, said
Marion Loomis, executive di-
rector of the Wyoming Mining
Assn., echoing one of the chief
concerns volced last year.

The - governor's task foree
will be more effective at reduc-
ing injuries, sald Bruce
Hinchey,. president of the Pe-
troleum Assn., of Wyoniing,

Researchers with the Na-
tional Institute for Oeccupa-
tional Sdfety and Health are
analyzing data and wiil present
recommendations in the fall.

Correll writes for The Times.




