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March 25, 2011

The Honorable Thomas Harkin
Chairman				
Subcommittee on Labor, HHS and Education
      and Related Agencies
Committee on Appropriations
Dirksen Senate Office Building, SD-131
Washington, DC 20510
			
RE:   Opposition to Administration’s FY 2012 Budget Proposal to Cut NIOSH AFF and ERC Support 

Dear Chairman Harkin:

On behalf of the more than 33,000 member safety, health and environmental (SH&E) professionals of the American Society of Safety Engineers (ASSE), I want to take this opportunity to express the Society’s strong opposition to the proposed elimination of support for the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health’s (NIOSH) Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing (AFF) Program and for Educational Research Centers (ERCs) in the President’s proposed budget for FY 2012.  
We understand the call for budget restraint in this time of economic uncertainty, but the $48 million in savings cutting these two programs  will achieve in a budget that proposes to spend $3.7 trillion in FY 2012 must be recognized as a lost opportunity to invest in this nation’s strength and competitiveness.  As President Obama said on March 14, according to USA Today, "We can't cut education.  We can't cut the kinds of things that make our country more competitive."  (http://content.usatoday.com/communities/theoval/post/2011/03/obama-education-is-the-best-jobs-program/1)  Yet, this proposal does both.  Without 
supportable rationale, two programs would be eliminated that directly help this nation confront the unacceptable costs, both in lives and dollars, that come from deaths, injuries and illnesses in this nation’s workplaces.  
According to the recently released 2010 Liberty Mutual Workplace Safety Index, the cost of the most disabling workplace injuries and illnesses in 2008 amounted to $53.42 billion in direct U.S. workers compensation costs, averaging more than one billion dollars per week (www.libertymutualgroup.com). NIOSH itself found in a landmark study published this year that, between 1992 and 2002, the deaths of 64,333 civilian workers in the US resulted in $53 billion in societal costs (http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/2011-130/pdfs/afinal.pdf).  NIOSH’s AFF and ERC programs are vitally important investment in continuing to help employers and our member SH&E professionals save lives, prevent injuries and illnesses, and help their employers be competitive in an increasingly challenging difficult world marketplace. 
Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing Program

The President’s justification for eliminating NIOSH’s AFF program rests on two arguments.  One is criticism of the program found in a review conducted by the National Academies as part of a laudable effort NIOSH itself took to assess its programs so that it could work to address any weaknesses.  Information on that effort can be found at http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/nas/.  ASSE members participated in many of these reviews of NIOSH’s activities.  As a March 2 letter from the members of the National Research Council/National Institute of Medicine Expert Committee to review NIOSH’s AFF Research Program of the NIOSH (CmteAFFfy12Budget) to you states 

(W)e were shocked to discover that only a small, selective portion of our assessment of the program was cited as the basis for this zero-budget proposal. Upon carefully reading the budget justification narrative, it became clear to us that the authors appear to have misunderstood our panel’s findings and misconstrued our conclusions.

The committee members went on to write

The NIOSH AFF program is the most significant Federal initiative today to seek
to secure a safe workplace for agricultural workers. Our evaluation panel found that the program conducts high priority, sound research with successful transfer activities when given the opportunity….For example, with very modest resources, the NIOSH Commercial Fishing Safety Research & Design Program developed the award winning E-stop for hydraulic machinery, equipment that previously caused severe injuries and fatalities on fishing vessels. This innovation now saves lives.

And they also wrote

We are saddened to learn that the President appears unaware of significant improvement in AFF program leadership, stakeholder buy-in, and overall performance since our assessment of 2007.  Further, we are dismayed that the very rationale for termination of the AFF program is based on a reading of our findings that ignores the many positive accomplishments of the program that we amply described.

ASSE agrees and joins with this panel to urge you to restore funding.  Not only is the justification misguided, it sets an unacceptable precedent warning every federal agency that self analysis will result in budget elimination of programs.  NIOSH should be applauded, not penalized, for undertaking the rigorous review through the National Academies that it did.  Every agency should be encouraged to do the same, especially in times of diminishing resources.  Ending this program based on a faulty reading of a report that in the whole supported AFF is inappropriate.  

Also used for justification by the Administration is the argument, “NIOSH does not have the direct responsibility to regulate Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing hazards.”  NIOSH, under its National Occupational Research Agenda, oversees ten industrial sectors into which it has organized its research efforts and engaged the full range of stakeholders, including ASSE and its members, in developing comprehensive foundations for future occupational safety and health research needs.  NIOSH has no regulatory authority over any sector.  NIOSH is not a regulatory body.  This argument is incorrect and, so cannot justify the conclusion that AFF can be eliminated.  

The Bureau of Labor Statistics of fatalities and injuries consistently demonstrate that agriculture, forestry and fishing industries are among the most dangerous industries across the nation.  Just one example of how important AFF is to this nation is the fact that the American farmer is eight times more likely to die on the job than the average U.S. worker.  Following a fatality, 7 out of 10 farms go out of business.  The most frequent cause of work-related deaths on American U.S. farms is tractor overturns.  Without regard to this reality, eliminating the AFF program will also end NIOSH’s rollover protective structure (ROPS) tractor retrofit program supported and advocated by ASSE members.  Justification for even limiting the AFF program must demonstrate a thoughtful balance between federal budget limitations and the investments that need to continue to be made to support this nation’s competitiveness and the future of our workers and workplaces.  The Administration’s justification cannot support the elimination of AFF funding.      

ERCs

ASSE also opposes the President’s proposed elimination of support for Educational Resource Centers (ERCs) in his FY 2012 budget proposal.  The seventeen ERCs supported by NIOSH provide resources to educate and train occupational safety and health professionals in a wide variety of disciplines that this nation’s employers rely on to help them prevent employee deaths, injuries and illness as well as remain competitive by avoiding the costs associated with such losses.  Many ASSE members received their trainings through an ERC and have urged ASSE to tell Congress that the elimination of support for the Centers is unacceptable.  
The justification for eliminating ERC funding states, “(T)he intended goals of the program have been met.”  ASSE strongly disagrees, for various reasons.  

· According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, employment of occupational health and safety specialists and technicians is expected to increase 11% during the 2008-18 decade.
· Widely recognized in occupational safety and health is that the population of safety and health professionals is quickly beginning to enter retirement age.  The many professionals who entered the profession after the nations refocusing on occupational safety and health following the enactment of occupational and safety legislation in the 1970s have already begun to retire and or are nearing the end of their careers.  Employers will need to replace them.  
· Also widely recognized is that not enough PhDs in safety exist to train future generations of safety and health professionals.  The resources ERCs now possess will be needed so that a focused effort can be made to help correct that long-standing lack of academic resources in safety.  
· As this nation moves towards a more focused effort to provide health care coverage to more people through the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA), prevention through workplace health promotion and disease prevention programs will be expected to help this nation address costs.   More safety and health professionals will help needed to help lead this effort.  
· Emerging technologies like nanotechnologies possibly pose occupational safety and health risks that ERCs are in a position to help study and address. 

The Administration’s justification for eliminating this NIOSH program cannot be supported by fact.  Given the severe consequences that would result from elimination of support for the ERCs, we urge you to reject this proposal.  

Conclusion 

Eliminating nearly $50 million from NIOSH is unacceptable to ASSE’s members for any reason, but especially for reasons that cannot be justified.  It disappoints us that NIOSH’s unique value and the irreplaceable role AFF and the ERCs play in helping our members work with employers to protect workers and workplaces is unrecognized by this Administration.  As the debate on the FY 2012 budget proceeds in Congress, we urge you to listen to our members who are on the front lines of occupational safety and health and make sure funding for AFF and the ERCs is not eliminated. 

Sincerely,



Darryl C. Hill, Ph.D., CSP
President

cc:   Representative Richard C. Shelby
        Ranking Member

Chairman Dennis Rehberg				
House Appropriations Subcommittee on 
      Labor, HHS, Education and Related Agencies				
Washington, DC 20515				

Ranking Member Rosa DeLauro
House Appropriations Subcommittee on 
      Labor, HHS, Education and Related Agencies
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