
Commercial marine fishing is one of the most dangerous occupations in the world.  Occupational fatalities 
and injuries within the Fishing sector of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing (AgFF) umbrella occur at rates 
much higher than national averages for all occupational fatalities and 
injuries.  

MULTIPLE HAZARDS

Heavy lifting and repetitive movement is common in the daily life of seafood workers.
Examples pictured above include oyster tonging and clam harvesting. Appropriate preventive
exercises, coupled with review of worker ergonomics can reduce the incidence of common lower
back strains. Sprains, strains and falls are also common on the unstable work platform that most
seafood workers function in daily.

Commercial fisher deaths in the Gulf of Mexico 2000-2009 (modified from Lincoln & Lucas 2010). An
average of 12 fatal injuries per year reveals 116 Gulf seafood worker deaths reported over the last decade.
Falls overboard and vessel disasters 80% of fatalities. The GoM fishing sector had the highest % of
traumatic, on-board injuries sustained in the nation, and Florida had the highest percentage of fatal injuries
in the southeastern US (9%), and is 3rd nationally to Alaska (21%) and Massachusetts (12%).

SEAFOOD WORKER FATALITIES IN GULF FISHERIES
Biological hazards are common encounters for many Gulf fishers. Various animals are
venomous (e.g., lionfish) and/or have teeth or spines that can inflict puncture wounds. Such wounds
are, in turn, susceptible to secondary infection. Multiple species of jellyfish and man-of-war come in
contact with fisher’s skin that can sting, produce an allergic reaction, or temporarily blind workers.

Fatal injuries for seafood workers is among the highest of any civilian
occupation; 203.6 per 100,000 FTE workers, more than 50 times the
all-worker rate of 3.5.

Little is known about non‐fatal injuries and illnesses in Gulf seafood
workers, and the behavioral factors that may contribute to them. This
is associated, in large part, with notable under-reporting within this
largely self-employed and uninsured work sector.

Open winches are common on many Gulf shrimping vessels, and are also used in other
fisheries. Winch/cable entanglement is the #1 contributor to severe traumatic injury and fatality
incidents. Stationary guards and behavioral modifications can dramatically reduce risk.

PROJECT APPROACH

• Engage with community partners and seafood workers
across the northeast Gulf region to include fishing,
shrimping, crabbing and oyster harvesting sectors.

• Discern occupational hazards and risk factors, history of
injuries, and knowledge of co-worker deaths for workers
engaged in multiple fishery subsectors. An in-person
questionnaire and workplace observations is used to
provide data to analyze across sectors and the region.

• Surveillance data will be shared back with seafood workers, 
and used to inform development of interventions to support the workforce and reduce occupational risks.

• Project efforts provide support for this important and vulnerable workforce. There is no regulatory or
enforcement component to the project’s efforts or reporting. Seafood harvester participation in the project is
voluntary and anonymous, and is supported thanks to community partnerships and collaboration.
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• Most Gulf seafood workers are self-insured and self-employed.

• Many moderate to sometimes serious injuries are addressed by “working through the pain.”

• Pain tolerance for seafood workers appears generally high and harvesters often continue to work
under stressful environmental conditions while enduring moderate to severe pain.

• Preliminary results from two communities showed that most survey participants claimed that >50% of
fishers working the water use drugs, alcohol or get high while on the water.

• Slips and falls are common and mostly preventable with behavioral change, i.e., slips and falls
associated with wearing open-heeled footwear such as flip-flops. Stationary guards on open winch
heads should be considered essential yet 0 out of over 80 shrimp boat winches observed had no
guarding or e-stop.

• No workers reported wearing a personal flotation device while working on the water.

Chronic lower back pain is also common for many Gulf fishers, including clam producers.
Collaborations between public health and health professions faculty supported a pilot project focusing
on LBP for clam harvesters and processors with local and aquaculture association support and project
partnerships.


