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Ms. Kathleen W. Johnson: This is Session Two of the National Fishing Industry 
Safety and Health (FISH) Workshop entitled Definition of the Problem. Our first 
speaker is Dr. Gunnar P. Knapp whose presentation is entitled Commercial 
Fishing Safety Record: A National Perspective. Gunnar P. Knapp is a Professor 
of Economics at the University of Alaska Institute of Social and Economic 
Research. A specialist in fisheries economics and fisheries management, he 
has studied the potential impacts of fisheries management on fishing safety, 
and has estimated commercial fishing fatality and injury rates. As a member of 
the National Research Council's Committee on Fishing Vessel Safety, he 
analyzed fishing safety data for Alaska and other regions of the United States. 
Dr. Gunnar Knapp: 

INTRODUCTION 
Commercial fishing safety is an 

important problem in Alaska. As 
different speakers will no doubt point 
out, the kinds of problems that exist 
differ for different fisheries in Alaska. 
The safety problems in the Bering Sea 
crab fishery are different than those in 
the southeast troll fishery. This 
makes it more difficult to define the 
nature of the Alaska commercial 
fishing safety problem or to figure out 
how to deal with it. 

The same things are true at the 
national level. Commercial fishing 
safety is an important problem 
throughout the United States. The 
safety problems in the Gulf of Mexico 
shrimp fisheries are different from 
those in Alaska fisheries. These kinds 
of differences contribute to the dif­
ficulty of defining or addressing the 
commercial fishing safety problem at 
the national level. 

This conference will focus 
primarily on Alaska commercial 
fishing. But I would like to first 
review the commercial fishing safety 
record with a national perspective. 

Two years ago, I served on the 
National Research Council's Commit-

tee on Fishing Vessel Safety, which 
prepared a report entitled Fishing 
Vessel Safety: Blueprint for a -
National Program. 1 In preparing this 
report, the committee looked at the 
kinds of safety problems that exist in 
fisheries throughout the United States 
and approaches for dealing with them. 

Today I will briefly review with 
you the picture that emerged of safety 
problems at the national level. All of 
the data are from the committee's 
report, except that I have added some 
additional data for Alaska. Any 
opinions expressed are my own rather 
than the committee's. 

SOME TERMINOLOGY 
Let me begin by defining some 

basic terminology, which is used by 
the Coast Guard and which our com­
mittee also used. 

Casualties are any kind of incident 
that involves damage to a vessel or 
injury or death to a fisherman. Vessel 
casualties are incidents in which 
fishing vessels are damaged or lost. 

There are many natures of vessel 
casualties, such as capsizings, 
floodings, collisions, fires , ground­
ings, and equipment failures. Many 
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vessel casualties involve several 
natures, such as a grounding, which 
leads to flooding, or an equipment 
failure, which leads to a fiie. Vessel 
casualties can have widely varying 
consequences. Some lead to serious 
vessel damage, and in the most 
extreme cases to total vessel losses. 
Some, but not all, vessel casualties 
result in injuries or deaths. 

Although relatively few capsizings 
occur compared with other kinds of 
incidents, they are particularly 
serious causes of fatalities. 

Personnel casualties are incidents 
in which fisher men and women die or 
are injured. Many, but not all, per­
sonnel casualties are vessel-related, 
such as when a boat capsizes and the 
crew drowns. But many personnel 
casualties are non-vessel-related, such 
as when fisher men or women fall 
overboard or are injured by equipment 
on board. 

DATA SOURCE 
The major data source for fishing 

vessel casualties in the United States is 
the Coast Guard's "main casualty data 
base," (CASMAIN), which is based 
on Marine Accident Reports. These 
are required to be filed with the Coast 
Guard for incidents that result in 
significant vessel damage, injury, or 
death. 

The CASMAIN data base is far 
from perfect as a record of commer­
cial fishing safety problems. Many 
incidents, including most non-serious 
incidents, are never reported to the 
Coast Guard. Only a fraction of non­
fatal injuries are reported. Moreover, 
there is nothing in the CASMAIN data 
base that corresponds to the "near 
miss" data that the FAA collects for 
aircraft incidents. 

36 

Our committee reviewed major 
casualty incidents from the Coast 
Guard's CASMAIN data base for the 
six-year period from 1982-1987. We 
limited our analysis to those casualties 
that resulted in at least $25,000 in 
damages, a fatality, or both. In other 
words, we studied only the most 
serious incidents reported to the Coast 
Guard, which are not necessarily the 
only serious incidents that occur. 

NUMBER OF VESSEL CASUAL TIES 
On average, nationwide there were 

almost 1,100 major vessel casualties 
(resulting in more than $25,000 
damage) per year during the six-year 
period 1982-1987. Of these, there 
were an average of 216 total vessel 
losses per year nationally. Vessel 
casualties resulted in an average of 58 
fatalities per year (but recall that there 
are numerous additional fatalities that 
do not result from vessel casualties). 

NATURE OF VESSEL-RELATED CA­
SUALTIES 

The most frequent casualty natures 
resulting in total vessel losses are 
foundering and fires. However, the 
most frequent casualty natures resul­
ting in fatalities are capsizing, 
foundering, and "disappearances"­
many of which probably also resulted 
from capsizing or foundering. Al­
though relatively few capsizings occur 
compared to other kinds of incidents, 
they are particularly serious causes of 
fatalities. 

VESSEL CASUALTY AND TOTAL 
LOSS RATES 

The rate of vessel casualties and 
total losses increases as vessel sizes 
increase. Perhaps this is because 
larger vessels are fished more inten­
sively, and in more dangerous con­
ditions. 

I want to emphasize that the data 
on which these rates are based are not 
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particularly reliable. As I have said 
before, the Coast Guard data do not 
necessarily pick up all the casualties 
that occur. In addition, we do not 
have very good data on how many 
vessels there are in each size class. 
So these are crude estimates. But I 
think it is noteworthy that each year 
perhaps 2.9 percent of large ves­
sels-those above 79 feet in 
length-are total losses. 
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sels-possibly more than 200 per 
100,000 workers for vessels longer 
than 79 feet. 

REGIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF 
VESSEL-RELATED CASUAL TIES 

Vessel-related casualties, including 
total losses and fatalities, occur in all 
regions of the United States. 
However, the more serious casual­
ties-total vessel losses and 
fatalities-occur disproportionately on 
the West Coast and in Alaska. 

DISTRIBUTION OF VESSEL-RELATED 
CASUAL TIES BY VESSEL LENGTH 

Vessel-related casualties occur in 
all size classes. Most occur on 
smaller vessels, presumably because 
there are far more smaller vessels than 
larger vessels in the American fishing 
fleet. 

FATALITIES AND FATALITY RATES 
An average of 108 fatalities per 

year were reported to the Coast Guard 
nationwide during the six-year period 
1982-1987. Of these, .about half were 
vessel-related and about half were 
non-vessel-related. Based on crude 
estimates of the number of fishermen 
and fishing vessels, it appears that the 
average annual fatality rate is about 47 
fatalities per 100,000 workers, which 
compares with rates in mining and 
construction. 

However, this estimate does not · 
take into account that a great number 
of these fisher men and women work 
in fishing only part of the time. 
Moreover, the estimated fatality rates 
are strikingly higher for larger ves-

These fatality rates may well be 
understated. Researchers with NIOSH 
have demonstrated that the Coast 
Guard data significantly understate the 
total number of fatalities that occur in 
commercial fishing. Many incidents 
are never reported, for example, those 
that occur on inland rivers such as the 
Kuskok:wim and th.e Yukon.2 

FATALITIES BY REGION 
Fishing fatalities occur in all 

regions with roughly equal numbers of 
total fatalities in the North Atlantic, 
the Gulf Coast, the West Coast, and 
Alaska. 

NATURE OF VESSEL-RELATED 
FATALITIES 

As I mentioned earlier, capsizings 
account for more vessel-related 
fatalities than any other nature of 
incident, followed by sinkings and 
"disappearances. " 

NATURE OF NON-VESSEL-RELATED 
FATALITIES 

By far the largest number of non­
vessel-related fatalities occurred as a 
result of crew falling into the water. 
However, a variety of other types of 
incidents also occur. 

CONCLUSION 
I would like to offer three simple 

conclusions to this brief overview of 
the national fishing safety record. 
• First, the record shows that there 
has been a serious, nationwide 
problem in commercial fishing. 
• Second, a review of the record 
demonstrates that fishing safety is not 
a single problem with a single cause 
and a single cure. Many different 
kinds of casualties occur in vastly 
different circumstances for very dif­
ferent reasons. This suggests that 
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there is no single solution to the 
problem. 
• Third, we will not be able to 
describe or fully understand ihe 
problem until we have better data. 

Many of you probably have per­
sonal experience with fishing safety 
problems. You may have been on 
vessels that were damaged or on 
which people were hurt, or friends 
and relatives may have had these 
experiences. But each of our personal 
experiences and knowledge can only 
add up to a small part of the overall 
picture. To understand the problem, 
we need reliable data. 

But the data we have at present are 
not really reliable, and they are cer­
tainly not sufficient. Each figure that 
I have given you raises questions 
about why the numbers are what they 
are, but the data usually are not 
complete enough to say why. Let me 
give you two simple examples. 
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