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In this issue of COS, we introduce a special series that will take us inside the occupational health
and safety world of six industries. We recruited former COS editor Michelle Morra to explore

r the issues, the technology and the people and companies that are making a difference in these
industries. Our first instalment looks at safety in Canada’s oil and gas industry.

Are BOOMS a
bust for safety

Canada’s oil and gas industry is booming.
But is worker safety keeping pace with production?

By Michelle Morra

ery quietly, oil and gas producers are breath-
ing a sigh of relief and crossing their fingers.
t may be a testament to the industry’s commit-
ent to safety that difficult conditions — the
2d to keep up with new workers, new jobs,
v activities, new technologies, and compet-
ing at a frenzied pace during a record “oil boom”
— haven’t wreaked havoc with the industry’s lost-
time injury rate. Knock on wood.

Looking at statistics from 2004 and 2005,
Chris Chodan, Public Affairs Officer for Alberta
Human Resources and Employment says “as
far as we can tell it looks like the rate has come
down moderately. The good news is that it didn’t
spike up.”

Murray Sunstrum agrees. The Vice President
of Safety for ENFORM, the training, certification
and H&S services arm of Canada’s upstream pe-
troleum industry says, “We've had an immense
influx of new workers. We've been busier than
ever. So the hidden success story is that the rate

hasn’t gone to hell.”

There were 40,000 new jobs created in Alber-

ta in 2005, of which 26,000 were full-time.
“There are lots of people immigrating to the
province, which is great,” says Chodan, “but
either they're new to the workforce entirely or
they’re new to the oil and gas industry, changing
from other fields of work, whether from Alberta
or from other parts of Canada. And statistically a
new worker, regardless of age, has a much higher

risk of getting injured, in any industry.”

Canada’s largest producer of conventional

The scale of many projects in the oil and gas
sector, like the oil sands excavations in north-
ern Alta. (oil sand is a mixture of bitumen, a
thick, sticky form of crude oil, sand, water and
clay) requires specialized gear, tools and train-
ing. This makes finding standardized and ef-
fective safety training tools that much harder.
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crude oil, synthetic crude, natural gas and gas products,
Alberta continues to attract job seekers from all over
Canada. While the province enjoys an economic high,
Alberta’s Workers Compensation Board encourages
companies to set high standards for safety. Each year
the board gives out safety awards, one to a company
with an exemplary safety record, and another to a com-
pany whose record has made a dramatic improvement.

Vick Mehta, is Manager QHSE at Vetco Gray Canada,
a supplier of products and services to the oil and gas
industry. The company’s prime business is in the sub-
sea production and drilling systems, surface drilling
and completion systems. Mehta says when he joined
the company in 2000, the company’s total recordable
incident rate (TRIR) was “dismal” — 28 out of 100.

Mehta says at that time, the company’s health and
safety culture was non-existent, and that accidents and
injuries were to be expected given the nature of the
business. But when senior management started to rec-
ognize that its best customers insisted that its suppliers
could demonstrate sound health, safety and environ-
mental responsibility when bidding on new contracts,
things started to change. That's when the company
implemented the province’s Partnership for Injury Re-
duction program, a joint venture of the Alberta Human
Resources and Employment & Workers Compensation
Board and the Manufacturers’ Health & Safety Associa-
tion (MHSA).

The company set about to change its safety culture
from top to bottom, and in 2001 achieved a Certificate
of Recognition, which also came with a five per cent re-
bate in premiums paid to the WSIB.

But the change didn’t come easy, says Mehta. The
safety turnaround plan required support and objectives
for all levels of management, weekly plant inspections,
a hazard identification, evaluation and control program
and extensive training for all employees. The company
also conducted an in-depth audit that resulted in recom-
mendations for training and other measures, such as
eliminating or controlling hazards, substituting hazard-
ous equipment or materials with safer ones, implement-
ing administrative controls, safe work procedures, good
housekeeping and personal protective equipment. The
company worked on all of these measures to earn its
certificate of recognition (COR).

The company saw immediate results and lowered its
TRIR rates from 28 to about six within one year.

Vetco Gray received the 2005 “Safety Turnaround
Award of Distinction” from Alberta’s Workers’ Compen-
sation Board, and the province’s Human Resources and
Employment department also recognized the company
as a “2005 Best Safety Performer.”

“Commitment from senior management was always
there,” Mehta says, “but initially they thought health and
safety people were responsible for the health safety and
environment department. They’d be running around
saying, ‘We don’t have time. We have to produce.” When
line management started taking ownership [in safety],
they started to understand what was in it for them.”



NAL RESOURCES

McMurray, Alta.

Above: In Sarnia, Ont. Suncor’s wholly-owned subsidiary, Suncor Energy Products Inc.,
operates a 70,000 barrel per day capacity refinery. Top and Right: A Syncrude pipeline,
and an operator working in a massive excavation truck at the Syncrude site north of Fort

In the last five years, Vetco Gray Canada received a
rebate of $200,000 for its dramatic turnaround. “Who
says safety is a cost?” says Mehta. “Safety pays. That
much in refunds... you'd need a two million dollar
business to get that kind of return.”

The other 2005 award

from the Alberta WCB, the

“Safety Leader” award, went to Calgary’s NAL Resourc-
es to recognize the company’s industry leadership, top-
notch health, safety and disability management pro-
gram and proven injury prevention track record.

NAL is a conventional oil and gas company that em-
ploys 300 staff and consultants. Since the company’s in-
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Jonathan Lexier, COO of
NAL Resources, winner
of Alberta WCB’s safety
leadership award in 2005.

ception 16 years ago, NALs
employees haven't been in-
volved in a single lost-time
injury.

There have been, howev-
er, a number of LTIs among
contractors, which Chief
Operating Officer Jonathan
Lexier was determined to
address. He says the oil and
gas industry in general has
traditionally ~ overlooked
contractors. Even when dis-
cussing a company’s safety
record, he says, boards of
directors might not even
ask about contractors.

“Even though we've had
no LTIs for 16 years, we're
not perfect,” he says. “We
wanted to reduce contrac-
tor accidents and incidents
on our lease sites.”

In 2001, the company made a commitment to im-
prove its safety management program.

After half a decade of renewed commitment to
safety — including a focus on contractors, with a su-
pervisor from NAL at every site taking responsibility
for everyone’s safety — Lexier says people’s attitudes
and behaviours have greatly improved, and the rate of
contractor LTTs has dropped by 90 per cent.

On the worksite, this sometimes translates as going
above and beyond formerly accepted safety measures.

“For example,” says Lexier, “there’s a procedure to
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rate at 0.9.

© Workers in Alberta’s upstream industries
made 6,688 lost-time claims to the Workers’
Compensation Board between 2001 and
2005. Sprains, strains and tears were the
most common type of injury, accounting for
35.6 percent of the total lost-time claims.

© Companies employing 20 to 39 person-
years accounted for the highest lost-time
claim rate at 2.4, followed by employers
with 10 to 19 person-years and 40 to 99
person-years at 2.0. Employers with 100
or more person-years had the lowest claim

© The primary sources of injury for the lost-
time claims in the upstream oil and gas
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clean out our vessels that hold oil and gas products.
There are standard methods that use water to rinse the
vessel prior to opening it. They are very effective, 90
per cent of the time, and assumed to be safe, but they
are not failsafe. So we've developed our own proce-
dures.”

Because even a trace of oil or gas fumes could cause
an explosion if ignited, NALs procedures involve actu-
ally measuring the vapour levels, using gas monitoring
instrumentation, rather than just assuming everything
has been cleaned out.

“Everyone’s got room to improve,” says Lexier,
“even with a stellar employer record.”

Oil and gas trouble spots

In Alberta alone, the top events or exposures causing
reportable injuries from 2001 to 2005 were fairly rep-
resentative of jobs where big machines and volatile
substances are found, as these government statistics
show:

Contact with objects and equipment (28.8 per cent);

°
® Bodily reaction and exertion (27.8 per cent);

® Falls (19.5 per cent);

® Transportation accidents (9.3 per cent);

® Exposure to harmful substances (6.0 per cent);
® Assaults and violent acts (0.1 per cent); and

® Unknown (7.4 per cent).

Statistics also reveal another trend. In this indus-
try with fast growth and fast profits, people are dy-
ing, and it’'s not how or where you'd imagine them
dying.

“Over the last 15 to 20 years,” says Sunstrum, “the
general profile of injuries and particularly fatalities
has shifted to a surprising place. Since 1994, 49 per
cent of our fatalities are because of motor vehicle
collisions. If you look at all causes of acute injury,
there are about 45 per cent less of them than there
are motor vehicle accidents.”

Sunstrum says this revelation may seem counter-
intuitive to the reputation of the oil and gas industry,
a reputation of explosions and sour gas leaks. “It’s
taking some time to sink in for people.”

industries between 2001 and 2005

in Alberta were parts and materials
(17.5%), followed by structures and
surfaces (16.3%) and persons, plants,
animals and minerals (14.9%).

© The two most common types of event or
exposure comprised more than half of the
total lost-time claims in the upstream oil and
gas industries in the last five years. They
are: “Contact with objects and
equipment” (28.8%) and bodily reaction
and exertion (27.8%).

© Fires and explosions, incidentally,
accounted for 0.9% of the industry’s
claims from 2001 to 2005 in Alberta.

SAFETY CHALLENGES
UNIQUE TO OIL AND GAS

Canada’s oil and gas industry is geographically dispersed, with
operations from Northeast B.C. to Southeast Saskatchewan to
the Northwest Territories to Central Alberta. ENFORM, the training,
certification and H&S services arm of Canada’s upstream petro-
leum industry, delivers information and training to the various
sites through e-mail, fax and mail. Murray Sunstrum, ENFORM's
Vice President of Safety, says: “We also link as much as we can
with the safety committees of those six associations that own
us so we have a direct connection to them, and information and
initiatives we’re undertaking get spread as much as possible. It's
a little bit like having to beat a drum.”

Here are a few of the issues the oil and gas industry are facing:

Workforce in transition

Canada’s oil and gas producers have just been through the
busiest five years in the industry’s history. Particularly in Alberta,
that means a relentless influx of new workers. In addition, the
demographic shift happening in Canada, where baby boomers
are preparing to retire from work, further contributes to the labour
gap. This leaves oil and gas producers vulnerable to increased
occupational injuries, since new or young workers are statistically
more at risk of getting hurt than other workers.

Motor vehicle collisions
Alberta Human Resources and Employment reports that from
2001 to 2005, five of the industry’s 12 fatalities were caused by
motor vehicle incidents, accounting for 41.7 per cent of fatalities.
Motor vehicle incidents caused more fatalities than “work-
place incidents” (33.3 per cent), and “occupational disease”
(25 per cent).

These statistics are only for accepted WCB claims that hap-
pened on the job, and do not include the much higher number of
oil and gas workers who have motor vehicle collisions off-the-job.

Electrical hazards

The Alberta government currently has a push for electrical safety
in the oil and gas industry. It's not uncommon for workers to oper-
ate huge equipment that may be custom-made for the company,
meaning it probably wasn’t covered in any conventional safety
training prior to the job.

“There’s equipment and techniques that only exist in Alberta,
for example, because nobody else has the tar sands,” says Chris
Chodan of Alberta Human Resources and Employment. “Things
like earth movers for hauling bitumen that are three storeys tall.
It's like getting into a three-storey building and then dragging it
down the street.”

The danger, he says, is that these monstrous tractors often
don’t fit under power lines.
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