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Peril on the job: Teens face threat to life
	July 30, 2007


By ANDREW LIGHTMAN
The Patriot Ledger
MARSHFIELD - Like millions of American teenagers do each year, James Whitmore took a summer job to earn some extra cash.

The 17-year-old honor student and soccer team captain from Taunton was saving up to buy a BMW when he took a Marshfield construction job alongside his father.

But tragedy struck on Wednesday. Whitmore was electrocuted on the job when a metal scaffolding pole he was holding came in contact with a power line.

Sadly, accidents like that are all too frequent.

For every teenager scooping ice cream or teaching art at a summer camp, countless more take on difficult, demanding and dangerous jobs in construction, warehousing and farming.

In 2005, 54 workers under age 18 died from work-related injuries, most from highway accidents, falls, falling objects and homicide, according to federal statistics.

Seven workers under 18 were fatally injured at work in Massachusetts from 2000 to 2006, according to the Massachusetts Department of Public Health.

‘‘It’s a lot, and most of them are preventable,’’ said Marcy Goldstein-Gelb, the executive director of the Massachusetts Coalition for Occupational Safety and Health.

Often, accidents happen because young workers are asked to do jobs they are not physically ready or trained for, she said

‘‘On the flip side, young people want to make the most of their first job,’’ said Goldstein-Gelb,’’ so they don’t speak up.’’

As a result, teenagers are also injured at work at twice the rate of adults, she said.

Massachusetts teenagers were sent to emergency rooms an average of 1,004 times per year between 2002 and 2004, most seeking treatment for cuts, sprains and muscle tears suffered while at work.

The National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health estimates that only one-third of teenagers visit a hospital following a work-related injury. By its estimate, approximately 160,000 youths suffer work-related injuries and illnesses in America each year.

Construction was rated as the second-most dangerous industry for working teenagers in 2007 by the National Consumer League, an organization which releases an annual list of dangerous jobs for teens.

Farming was rated most dangerous, while landscaping, heavy-equipment operation and door-to-door sales crews rounded out the list.

Massachusetts recently bolstered its child labor laws, granting the attorney general the power to fine companies that put teenage workers in unsafe situations.

The law, enacted in January, also requires teenagers to register for work permits with their school district and requires employers to supervise any minor employees working after 8 p.m. in an attempt to reduce their vulnerability to robberies and injury.

Even with the new law, Goldstein-Gelb said teenagers should always be aware of their rights and their limitation while on the job, while employers should make sure their young workers get the safety training they need.

‘‘There’s a lot that needs to be done to ensure that young workers are safe on the job,’’ she said.

Andrew Lightman may be reached at alightman@ledger.com .
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