Workers Memorial Day Ceremony Honors Massachusetts Workers Who Died on the Job in 2007

	
	




	  

On Tuesday April 29th, hundreds gathered in the pouring rain at the steps of the Massachusetts State House to mourn for the 80 Massachusetts workers who lost their lives on the job in 2007. More workers died on the job in 2007 than in any year since 2003. 
The event, co-hosted by the Massachusetts AFL-CIO, MassCOSH, and the Greater Boston Labor Council, recognized each individual workplace tragedy that took place in 2007, as speakers read the name, age and occupation of each worker who died on the job. Other speakers highlighted personal stories and the preventable circumstances surrounding many of the deaths, and several interpreted the day’s harsh weather metaphorically; equating the driving rain with the struggle for safety on the job, the solemnity of the day, and the drive and dedication of those in the crowd to prevent workplace tragedies in the future.    
Many in the crowd held signs reading, “Mourn for the dead, fight for the living,” and the ceremony very much embodied that sentiment. Speakers continuously noted that most of these tragedies could have, and should have, been prevented. Many who died in occupational fatalities worked for employers who did not provide proper safety equipment and training, or intentionally disregarded health and safety standards. In cases where this was found to be true, the average OSHA fine for a violation that resulted in the loss of a workers’ life was a mere $5,383. With such appallingly low penalties, many employers choose to stress productivity over safety, risking workers’ lives in the name of higher profits. Massachusetts AFL-CIO President Robert Haynes harped on this astonishing figure, stating that in order to prevent workplace tragedies, regulations must be enforced with substantial penalties for violations. 
Other speakers at the event included Angela Sanfilippo, the wife of a Gloucester fisherman who was forced to evacuate his boat during an emergency, and whose life was saved by closely following safety regulations. Ms. Sanfilippo, the President of the Gloucester Fisherman’s Wives Association, described how the event motivated her to become a worker safety advocate for commercial fishers. Seven fishermen died in Massachusetts in 2007, and 41 have died since 2000. Commercial fishing has been the single most dangerous occupation in Massachusetts since 2000. 
An organizer of the New England Regional Council of Carpenters spoke about the death of Bendelson Ovalle Chavez, a 17 year old roofer from Lynn, who died after falling from the roof of a church in Salem. Chavez was a recent immigrant from Guatemala who was not provided with the proper training or fall protection for the dangerous job he was performing. His employer, B.C. Construction, was fined $22,400 by OSHA, but the General Contractor, Olympic Painting and Roofing Company, remains free of any charges despite a history of misclassifying workers as independent contractors, or keeping them off the books altogether. 
Myles Calvey, Business Manager of IBEW Local 2222 and Chair of the T-6 Council, which represents Verizon and other telecommunications employees throughout New England, spoke about worker safety issues at Verizon. In October of 2007, Gary Gibbons, a 53 year old Verizon employee and member of IBEW Local 2322 was electrocuted when the elevated bucket he was working in came into contact with electrical wires.  Gibbons’ death was the fifth at Verizon within the past two years, and Calvey stressed that this troubling trend represents a misguided emphasis by the company on production over safety. Employees at Verizon work in truck buckets that have no insulation—a feature that might have saved Gibbons’ life. 
Richard Rogers, Executive Secretary-Treasurer of the Greater Boston Labor Council spoke of the dangers of employers who demand production speed-up, resulting in an increased risk of injury for workers.  Firefighters all too often are forced to work under such strenuous conditions. Nine firefighters died this year, three of whom suffered heart attacks, and all three were the same young age of 38.  Robert McCarthy, President of the Professional Firefighters of Massachusetts read the names of all the fallen firefighters, some of whom died from long term work-related illnesses. 
Marcy Goldstein-Gelb, Executive Director of MassCOSH, closed the event by stressing that Workers Memorial Day is only the start of the fight for safe jobs, and that the fight continues every day in workplaces, in the halls of the State House, in Congress, and in each organization represented at the ceremony. 
For the past twenty years, Workers Memorial Day has exposed the injustice of preventable workplace fatalities. Remembering those who died so unjustly fuels the fight to ensure that every worker can make it home safely each day. There is no justification for 80 worker deaths in Massachusetts, and as a Labor Movement we should accept nothing less than a consistent reduction in workplace fatalities every year, until every worker can get home safely. 



