
The Impact of Climate Change..Continued 
 
These events result in occupational deaths, injuries, diseases, and mental stress and 
trauma. Indeed, the health effects of unstable climate patterns will be a stress 
multiplier for already vulnerable occupations and workers. 
   According to the Climate Science Special Report recently 
released in 2018 by the U.S. Global Change Research Program, 
we are living in the warmest period “in the history of modern 
civilization.” From 1981 to 2010, Americans experienced four 
deadly humid days per year. By 2030, this could double to 10 
days per summer, to 17 days in 2050 and 35 days in 2090. 
   In the United States, from 1992 to 2006, 423 workers died 
due to heat exposure at work. The heat related death rate was 20 
times higher among crop workers than other occupations. 
 
Workers and Resiliency 
   Terms like resiliency and adaption have gained currency to 
acknowledge the need to prepare and plan for extreme climate 
impacts and their consequences. Rarely, however, does the health 
and safety of workers involved receive appropriate attention. 
Workers involved in rescue, cleanup and restoration are exposed 
to hazardous conditions during and after extreme weather events. 
From 1992-2006, 80 firefighters died responding to a dramatic 
upsurge from wildfires in the western U.S. During the same time, 
there were 72 worker fatalities due to hurricanes (most during 
cleanup and restoration) and another 62 worker fatalities were 
due to floods. 
   Noteworthy exceptions to this neglect of workers are the 
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) 
and the National Institute for Environmental Health Sciences 
(NIEHS). Both NIOSH and the NIEHS have sponsored conferences, 
workshops and have been developing programs and practical 
guidance addressing worker safety and health. NIEHS and the 
federal Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 
have also deployed safety and health personal into disaster areas 
to provide support and assistance to workers. 
 
Climate Change Mitigation and Worker Safety 
   Workers in mitigation-related occupations and industries that 
focus on alternatives to fossil fuel sources – such as renewable 
energies, biofuels and recycling – also encounter many significant 
hazards. 
   During construction of wind generation/turbine facilities, 
for example, hazards include working at heights, mechanical 
assembly of large components, medium voltage electrical safety, 
and working in exposed environments. And, while manufacturing 



turbine equipment, workers are exposed to hazardous chemicals 
used in the composition of the blades 
   The manufacturing of solar and energy efficient lights 
and batteries typically involve worker exposure to extremely 
hazardous chemicals and gases – thin-film Photovoltaic Cells 
may contain gallium arsenide (a carcinogen under California 
toxin regulations), Copper indium gallium selenide cells contain 
cadmium (an OSHA regulated carcinogen). Fugitive air emissions 
from Photovoltaic production facilities include trichloroethane, 
ammonia, and acetone. 
   The installation of solar panels also poses significant hazards 
for workers. These include falls, electrocutions, heat stress and 
exposure to UV radiation. Spray Polyurethane Foam (SPF) 
has been used as an insulating material in new construction 
to conserve energy. Many grades of SPF, however, contain 
isocyanates, a leading chemical cause of work-related asthma 
(WRA). 
 
Some Policy Options 

• The American Society of Safety Engineers (ASSE) has already 
proposed a National Standard for the Safe Construction 
and Demolition of Wind Generation/Turbine Facilities in 
response to increasing green energy development and the 
potential risks involved in construction operations relating 
to green energy initiatives. 

• On the local level we should implement health and safety 
programs and training through bid and awards by local 
and state agencies when they contract with and hire 
independent contractors to deal with impacts (flooding, 
demolition, storm surge and coastal and inland waterway 
erosion, etc.) And, adopt identical requirements to protect 
private and public employees who will be maintaining, 
cleaning-up and restoring infrastructure. 

• Congress should also mandate that FEMA require all 
government cleanup and recovery awards and governmental 
bodies (city, state and regional) contain explicit provisions 
that bind contractors to follow comprehensive site safety 
plans and develop site safety plans specific to hazards of 
their operations. These plans would include informing 
and training workers. Violations of site safety rules would 
lead to cancellation of awards and penalties (including, in 
egregious situations and criminal penalties.) 

• Congress should direct (and provide additional funding) 
for OSHA to immediately establish a mandatory 
comprehensive safety and health plan that addresses 
worker hazards in all climate related response, clean-up and recovery work. 



Available Resources: The National Institute for Environmental Health 
Sciences (NIEHS) has developed training programs designed for disaster 
preparedness and specific common hazards associated with clean-up and 
restoration of damaged infrastructure. The New York Civil Service Employees 
Association (CSEA), Local 1000, AFSCME has developed a “muck and gut” 
training through the NIEHS which is now being expanded in New England 
through the New England Consortium at the University of Massachusetts 
campus in Lowell. OSHA has also developed a series of training programs and 
projects that address health and safety for disaster response. 


