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Last weekend's helicopter crash
shakes up offshore workers

by Jen DeGregorio, The Times-Picayune
Saturday January 10, 2009, 10:02 PM

Natalie Colon was on an oil rig deep in the Gulf of Mexico on Jan. 4 when
word spread that a helicopter carrying a crew of offshore workers crashed in
Terrebonne Parish, killing eight people.

The news chilled her. Four years working as an offshore technician has made
helicopter travel about as daunting to Colon as a commute across Lake
Pontchartrain by car. But the fatal accident gave her no choice but to
acknowledge the unique perils of her trade.

"It's shocking," said Colon, a 27-year-old Ohio resident, who commutes to
Louisiana by plane before hopping a helicopter to get to work in the Gulf.
"It's a dangerous job."

Indeed, the oil and gas sector is among the nation's deadliest, with a
mortality rate that is seven times greater than the typical worker encounters.

Yet air travel has posed a minor threat. Of the 526 deaths that occurred in the
industry from 2003 to 2007, just 20 were the result of air accidents,
according to an analysis by the federal Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. By far, the greatest dangers to workers in the industry have been
highway crashes and mishaps in the field, such as dropped objects, which
account for more than half of fatalities.

The problem is only getting worse. The fatality rate has doubled in the past
decade, from about 15 deaths per 100,000 workers in 1999 to 30 deaths per
100,000 workers in 2007. The CDC attributes the trend to increased drilling
activity: The number of active drilling rigs both onshore and offshore grew
from more than 800 during the 1990s to about 1,300 at the end of 2006.

Yet for Colon and thousands of others, the hazards are worth the benefits of
high pay and a work schedule that offers long periods of time off.

"I think it's good for a life-work balance," said Colon, who often works for
weeks at a time on platforms and rigs in exchange for equivalent work-free
periods. "It gives you time for hobbies and time to reap the rewards of your
hard work."

When she is not in the Morgan City office of Oceaneering International, a
Houston company, Colon visits her family, which is spread across the globe
from Virginia to Puerto Rico.

"It's like mini vacations," said Colon, who came to the offshore industry after
three years in the Army. "There's always somewhere I get to go."

Sean Stokes, 42, left a comfortable job editing a weekly newspaper in Texas
during the late 1980s when he learned he could more than double his money
working on the water. He began as a low-level mariner, staffing crew boats
for a small company owned by his step-brother. He then moved on to jobs for
larger companies, such as Freeport-McMoRan, before eventually landing
with Oceaneering, where he worked as a captain on boats stationed at
offshore platforms and rigs.

Stokes returned to the land side of the offshore business in April. He now
oversees boat security from Oceaneering's Morgan City office, a position that
comes with the title "designated person ashore."
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Although a job in the oil and gas industry is among the riskiest professions,
there are more treacherous vocations. Commercial fishing tops the list, with
about 112 deaths per 100,000 workers in 2007, according to the federal
Bureau of Labor Statistics. Loggers, aircraft pilots, structural steel workers
and farmers also have a greater risk of dying on the job than someone
employed in the oil and gas industry.
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ADVERTISEMENT Still, Frost said the industry is not proud of its position among the most

dangerous sectors and has struggled mightily to avoid accidents."Companies
have been spending a lot of money on training to more or less manage how
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their employees are doing their work," said Joe Hurt, a vice president of the
International Association of Drilling Contractors. "Safety is just something

you've got to constantly work at. You can't do it a little bit and say, 'Okay,
we've got it fixed.'Ax"

Shell has had more trouble curbing fatalities than many of its competitors.

The Financial Times reported last month that Royal Dutch Shell had the

highest mortality rate of any large western oil company, with two employees

and 28 contractors dying in the line of duty in 2007. That compared with the

deaths of three employees and four contractors for BP, and eight contractors

for ExxonMobil, according to the publication.

Frost said Shell has implemented more rigorous training programs and has

seen fatalities drop significantly as a result. The thirty people who died while
working for Shell in 2007 is a vast improvement from the 67 people who died

working for the company in 1997. Shell describes its efforts to eliminate on-

the-job fatalities as "Goal Zero."

Colon and Huskims, who often work as a team, said their company has tight

safety guidelines, requiring an hour-long meeting before the beginning of
each shift.

"They really think of everything," Huskims said.

The CDC has been trying to reduce the number of deaths in the industry with

its Oil and Gas Extraction Safety and Health Program in Alaska. Ryan Hill, a

safety researcher with the program, said the industry could make great
strides by raising awareness about basic safety measures, such as seatbelt

use, the lack of which contributed to many of the sector's deaths in the last

five years.

"They are frequently dragged between drilling sites as part of their every day

jobs," Hill said of oil and gas workers.

Jen DeGregorio can be reached at jdegregorio@timespicayune.com or
504.826.3495.

=l Send To A Friend | & Print this | Permalink

‘;’i? Reddit =L Digg E del.icio.us LC, Google 84 Facebook Buzz up!

COMMENTS (0) Post a comment

Username (Don't Have a Username? Sign up here):

Password:

! Remember Me

Search NOLA.com: |Town, Keyword, Local Businesses, Web ID

|

11/01/2009 08:10

Site Map | RSS | Advertise | Contact

Home | News | Weather | Sports | Entertainment | Interact | Jobs | Autos | Real Estate | Classifieds | Place an Ad

ﬂizﬁms-@kaynt_ Subscribe to The Times-Picayune today and get incredible savings off home delivery! Subscribe Now!

© 2008 New Orleans Net LLC. All Rights Reserved. Use of this site constitutes acceptance of our User Agreement. Please read our Privacy Policy.
Community Rules apply to all content you upload or otherwise submit to this site. Contact interactivity management.

http://www.nola.com/business/index.ssf/2009/01/last_weekends_helicopter_crash.html

Page 3 of 3


http://www.nola.com/
http://www.advanceinternet.com/
http://www.nola.com/tpsubscribe/
http://www.nola.com/useragreement/
http://www.nola.com/interactivity/
http://www.nola.com/privacypolicy/
http://www.nola.com/aboutus/index.ssf?/forums/rules.html
http://blog.nola.com/business_of_film/
http://www.nola.com/blogs/
http://blog.nola.com/business_of_film/2008/12/literary_festival_seeks_actor.html
http://blog.nola.com/business_of_film/2008/12/apple_certification_classes_av.html
http://blog.nola.com/business_of_film/2008/12/new_digital_filmmaking_classes.html
http://blog.nola.com/business_of_film/2008/12/productions_plus_seeks_traffic.html
javascript:popPrint(400,640);
http://www.nola.com/business/index.ssf/2009/01/last_weekends_helicopter_crash.html
javascript:OpenWindow('http://www.nola.com/sendthispage/sendthispage.ssf?'+location.href,490,510);
http://www.google.com/bookmarks/mark?op=add&bkmk=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nola.com%2Fbusiness%2Findex.ssf%2F2009%2F01%2Flast_weekends_helicopter_crash.html&title=Last%20weekend%27s%20helicopter%20crash%20shakes%20up%20offshore%20workers
http://digg.com/submit?phase=2&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nola.com%2Fbusiness%2Findex.ssf%2F2009%2F01%2Flast_weekends_helicopter_crash.html&title=Last%20weekend%27s%20helicopter%20crash%20shakes%20up%20offshore%20workers&bodytext=&topic=
http://reddit.com/submit?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nola.com%2Fbusiness%2Findex.ssf%2F2009%2F01%2Flast_weekends_helicopter_crash.html&title=Last%20weekend%27s%20helicopter%20crash%20shakes%20up%20offshore%20workers
http://del.icio.us/post?v=4&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nola.com%2Fbusiness%2Findex.ssf%2F2009%2F01%2Flast_weekends_helicopter_crash.html&title=Last%20weekend%27s%20helicopter%20crash%20shakes%20up%20offshore%20workers
http://www.facebook.com/share.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.nola.com%2Fbusiness%2Findex.ssf%2F2009%2F01%2Flast_weekends_helicopter_crash.html&t=Last%20weekend%27s%20helicopter%20crash%20shakes%20up%20offshore%20workers
http://buzz.yahoo.com/article/pub/http%253A%252F%252Fwww.nola.com%252Fbusiness%252Findex.ssf%252F2009%252F01%252Flast_weekends_helicopter_crash.html
http://www.nola.com/business/index.ssf/2009/01/last_weekends_helicopter_crash.html#post
http://www.nola.com/business/index.ssf/2009/01/last_weekends_helicopter_crash.html#
http://www.nola.com/siteindex/
http://www.nola.com/rss/
http://www.nola.com/advertise/
http://www.nola.com/contactus/
http://www.nola.com/
http://www.nola.com/news/
http://www.nola.com/weather/
http://www.nola.com/sports/
http://www.nola.com/entertainment/
http://www.nola.com/interact/
http://www.nola.com/jobs/
http://www.nola.com/autos/
http://www.nola.com/realestate/
http://www.nola.com/classifieds
http://www.nola.com/placead/
http://www.nola.com/tpsubscribe/

