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OHIP-NOLA 2015 research partners 

 National Guestworker Alliance (NGA) 

 Member organization of  the New Orleans Workers’ Center for 

Racial Justice (NOWCRJ) 

 Louisiana Occupational Health & Injury Surveillance Program 

 Occupational Health Internship Program (OHIP) 

 Association of  Occupational & Environmental Clinics (AOEC) & 

National Institute of  Occupational Safety & Health (NIOSH) 

 



Louisiana shipyards: 

construction & repair of  

commercial vessels, barges, 

Coast Guard vessels, 

offshore rigs, oil tankers, 

tugboats 



Background 

 Louisiana has the  3rd largest number of  employees in this sector 

 Highly integrated in the state’s petrochemical economy 

 Highly dependent on guestworker & migrant labor 

 Per Department of  Labor, this is a “high hazard” industry 

 Nationally Latinos have the highest rates of  workplace deaths 
compared to national average 

 No LA shipyard is unionized 

 

 



Research Questions:  What are workers’ experiences of… 

 retaliation, intimidation, and discrimination on the job?  

 OSHA-reportable shipyard exposures? 

 work-related injuries & illnesses?   

 accessing medical care and Worker’s Compensation? 

 work-related stressors? 

 practical knowledge and use of  OSHA to report workplace safety issues? 

 workplace training? 



Study methods 

 Cross-sectional descriptive study 

 32 quantitative surveys 

 12 qualitative interviews 

 Convenience sampling, snowball recruitment 

 Shipyards in SE Louisiana  

 Eligibility criteria 

 Adult over 18 years of  age  

 Spanish-speaking immigrant from Latin America 

 Employed in the past year in a SE Louisiana shipyard 

 



 32 Latino male immigrant workers from 13 different southeast LA shipyards 

 welders, pipefitters, fitters, tackers, painters, sandblasters, carpenters 

 Wages range:  $8 to $40/hr (average $18/hr) 

 Age range: 25 to 65 (average 43)  

 Visa status: half  entered the US on a guestworker (H2-B) visa 

 Limited time; tied to one employer; risk for exploitation 

 One-third had children that are US citizens 

 Nationality 

 Mexico (24), Honduras (4), Peru (2), Guatemala (1), Puerto Rico (1) 

 



(n=19) 



Reasons why workers do NOT refuse dangerous 

work: Retaliation and intimidation 

Worker was ordered to weld inside of a confined space that did not have regulation scaffolds 

available.  He and other workers had to improvise by welding temporary “steps” on the 

sides of the tank walls to stand on. 

“I could not refuse the work because of the fear of being fired.  No one refused. Also [the 

foremen] expected us to do work really quickly.”  Luis (welder) 

 

This worker almost had a heatstroke while working inside of a confined space and quit this 

shipyard due to these experiences.   

“Even though I knew my life was at risk I would have to do it or be fired.” Juan (welder) 

 



(n=27) 



Heat exhaustion/stress 

 17 workers (53%) reported feeling nauseated, lightheaded 

or dizzy due to working in the sun or hot enclosed spaces 

 14 of  these men (82%) also experienced muscle cramps and 

generalized weakness  

 2 required medical attention 

 6 of  these men (35%) reported that their foreman prohibited them 

from taking a break to cool off 

 11  workers (32%) reported seeing a co-worker faint from 

heat stress 

 



(n=13) 



Workplace safety complaints 

 Injury & illness complaints 

 Response to injury or illness 



Findings 

 Discrimination, fear of  retaliation &/or being fired 

 Pressure to work faster at the sacrifice of  safety 

 Latinos are given the more difficult, dangerous work 

 Underreporting of  injuries and illnesses 

 Inconsistent & poor quality training 

 Little to no awareness of  Workers’ Compensation & OSHA 
whistleblower protection 

 Stress r/t health concerns and the high pace of  work 

 No utilization of  primary health or dental health care 



Limitations 

 Descriptive study + small N not generalizable  

 Recall bias 

 Selection bias 

 Measurement bias 

 No access to medical records for confirmation of  injuries 

& illnesses 

 

 



Successes 
 Made recommendations 

to OSHA Baton Rouge to 

expand targeted industry 

enforcement  

       and staff  training 

 

 First OHIP project in the 

Southern US 

 

 First study done 

specifically with Latino 

immigrant shipyard 

workers in the US 

 

Interns and shipyard worker leaders presenting for 

OSHA-Baton Rouge Office 



Challenges 

 Distance to interview sites 

 Inconsistent worker availability 

 Changing schedules 

 Lay-offs due to petroleum industry volatility 

 Survey development by consensustime constraint 

 No access to the shipyards 

 



Recommendations 

 NGA, the OSHA-Baton Rouge office and the LA Office 

of  Public Health continue their collaboration to develop a 

LEP for shipbuilding and repair in Louisiana 

 Future OHIP interns can build on these findings and 

address research gaps 

 Consider forming a COSH group in Louisiana/the South 

 Partner with universities & community-based 

organizations (CBO) to further research policies and 

practices that empower marginalized workers 



Happenings since August 2015 

 Louisiana Governor’s Safety & Health Conference, 
September 28-29, 2015 

Louisiana Governor's Safety Blog 

 Adam Kline continues as a NGA intern  

 Development of  a Spanish-language low-cost primary 
care provider list for Southern Louisiana 

 

 

http://compblog.com/governors-safety-and-health-conference-in-baton-rouge-emphasized-outreach-resources-and-what-remains-to-be-done-to-protect-louisianas-workers/
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Personal reflections 

“They did what human 
beings looking for 
freedom, throughout 
history, have often done. 
They left.”  

 

Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of  Other 
Suns: The Epic Story of  America's Great 
Migration 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/3567958.Isabel_Wilkerson
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/3567958.Isabel_Wilkerson
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/3567958.Isabel_Wilkerson
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/13341052
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/13341052
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/13341052


Thank you for your interest in the 

dignity, health & safety 

of  Latino shipyard workers! 


