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Slips, Falls and Back Injuries: New Mishaps, but Few New Causes

As Navy commands work to cut the number of mishaps in half, a logical starting place is to attack the major causes of mishaps and injuries. And when safety experts study the data, they find that slips and falls remain one of the most common ways that people hurt themselves at work. Back injuries remain a leading type of injury. Most of these mishaps are easily preventable, often by using common sense.

According to Capt. Charlene Brassington, head of the Naval Safety Center’s Occupational Safety and Health directorate, “You can get a back injury from picking up a pencil if you happen to bend down and twist wrong and thus put an unusual kind of stress on your back. Many back injuries come from working parties, when Sailors are moving cases of sodas or large packages, carrying material up and down ladders in an awkward posture, and not getting help when they’re supposed to. They’ll lift something they know they probably can’t lift by themselves but they’ll do it—or try—anyway.” 

A typical recent mishap involved an E-1 climbing a ladder from a ship's main-deck passageway to a berthing compartment. He lost his balance and fell, breaking his arm. The mishap made him miss an estimated 30 workdays. Another recent example was an E-5 on liberty who ended his day with drinks and a relaxing meal at a local restaurant before returning to his ship. Back aboard ship and while climbing a ladder, his foot slipped between two rungs and lodged in such a way that his momentum caused four breaks in his leg. He lost an estimated eight months.

Ladders are not the only areas where slips and falls result in serious injury and lost workdays. Whether afloat or ashore, in uniform or a DoD civilian, slips and falls inevitably result from poor situational awareness or unsafe practices. 

Back-injury prevention techniques are well-known, explains Capt. Brassington. “Good physical condition reduces the risk,” she says. “If you do stretches and exercise and increase the flexibility of your back and your spine, and if you pay attention to how you lift and move and don’t stress and strain, then your risk of back injury is low.”  

Age plays a role, but older people can protect their backs by staying in shape. “You are more apt to get a back injury as you grow older because you’re not as flexible and your spine has less cartilage to act as a shock absorber,” Capt. Brassington says. But even people who have injured their backs are often told to keep moving, stay flexible, and to exercise to increase circulation and warm up their muscles.

Safety Center mishap data point to an excellent way to avoid one kind of falls: to always use a step ladder when reaching for something high on a bulkhead or in the overhead. Yet mishap reports show an amazing variety of things that people have tried—unsuccessfully—to substitute for ladders.
About the Naval Safety Center: Established in 1951, the Naval Safety Center is the Navy’s leading organization that conducts safety investigations, analyzes mishaps, and provides safety information to the Fleet. The Center serves communities in aviation, afloat, shore and recreation/traffic, ground operations, and occupational safety and health. Commander, Naval Safety Center reports directly to the Chief of Naval Operations, provides assistance to the Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Safety, and supports over 4,200 Marine and Navy commands worldwide to promote safety and safety processes and to preserve the lives of our service members. Our web site is at http://safetycenter.navy.mil.

About the 50%-Mishap-Reduction Campaign: On May 19, 2003, the Secretary of Defense challenged DoD to achieve a 50-percent, across-the-board mishap reduction by the end of FY05. In fiscal year 2003, mishaps killed 106 Sailors, and cost the Navy $737 million in equipment damage and lost resources. Of the mishap cost, $694 million was in aviation mishaps. Sixty-six of the deaths were on the highway. The mishap-reduction challenge aims at 10 targets. Four involve Class A mishaps (which cause $1 million or more in damage, destroy an aircraft, kill someone, or leave someone totally disabled): total operational, aviation (which alone accounts for 94 percent of the costs), afloat and ashore. Four other targets involve fatalities: traffic (which accounts for more than half the total deaths), off-duty, afloat and aviation. The other two are the number of destroyed aircraft and civilian lost-time injuries.
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