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EDITOR’S NOTE

In stories about change or transformation, I’m often drawn to the
“Why?”—the cause that triggers change in a person’s life.
Sometimes a series of experiences cause someone to change in
some way, be it in attitude, behaviour, or both. In other cases, it’s
a precise, life-altering moment. The suspenseful buildup to these
climactic moments keeps me furiously scanning from line to line,
page to page until I finally know what happens. 

But when I read a little further, something more fascinating,
and often, more powerful than the “tipping point” tends to
emerge. What tends to appear is an enduring lesson on how
people accept and get through change, or sometimes, a lesson 
on how people turn unfortunate events into opportunities for
positive change. 

In this issue of WorkSIGHT, you will see the theme of change—
and progress—in many of our stories. Jim Reeder takes us on a
journey from the moment he was injured at work and what he’s
done with that experience to help others. BFI Canada shares their
story about improving company performance and safety for
employees. Mullen Trucking and Trimac Transportation show us
that making roads safer for everyone well beyond 2012 is a
rewarding work in progress. 

Right now, you may only have a few minutes to flip through this
issue, but when you find a spare moment, I encourage you to come
back and read a little more. You may go away with a lesson that
helps you better manage change in your life and in the workplace,
or maybe you’ll find inspiration to influence change where you
didn’t see an opportunity for it before.  

As I’ve learned reading this issue’s stories, we may not have
tools to keep change from happening, but we certainly have the
tools to adapt to it as best we can.

Kristiana Indradat, Editor
kristiana.indradat@wcb.ab.ca 

W

EMPLOYER BRIEFS

Leap into annual return season 

February 29—it is not just the mark of a leap year. It marks the
2012 deadline to submit your annual return. All employers with
WCB coverage need to file. Reporting your workers’ insurable
earnings (payroll) for 2011 along with an estimate of the earnings
you expect to pay in 2012 helps make sure you’re paying the right
premiums for the coverage you need. 

Join more than 80,000 employers who enjoy the convenience
of filing their annual returns online. Built-in error checking and
automated calculations help simplify the process for you.

Online passwords are mailed to all employers in late
December. Visit www.wcb.ab.ca and select File your annual return
under Public Online Services for Employers. 

Avoid a late-filing penalty. Save the date and file by February
29, 2012. If you haven’t received your password by the first week
in February, request one online.  

What’s your 2012 premium rate? 

Find out online. Annual employer premium rate statements are
now paperless. Always have this important information
electronically at your fingertips by registering online for Loss
Control Reporting.  Your 2012 premium rate statement will be
available electronically this December.

Loss Control Reporting also offers other tools to help you
manage your business and boost performance.  View, print and
download company and industry-specific reports, including claim
summaries, general statistics and performance-based pricing
topics like Industry Custom Pricing and premium analysis. 

Registration is easy. Visit www.wcb.ab.ca/employers/ and sign
up under myWCB. 
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Social activities
outside of work
It’s been a great year for you and your
team. On a whim, you decided to extend
an invitation to your colleagues for drinks
after work on Friday—just for fun. On the
way there, one of your staff falls into a
manhole and breaks a leg. Is it covered?
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WorkSIGHT is a magazine for 
employers and workers.

We’re looking for industry representatives to join the 
magazine’s editorial board. If you’re interested in learning 

more, or participating on the board, please contact the 
editor at kristiana.indradat@wcb.ab.ca.

Alberta updates workplace injury 
and fatality records

In October, Alberta Human Services updated online information
about workplace injuries and fatalities for more than 150,000
employers insured by WCB. The records include more information
than is currently provided by any other jurisdiction in Canada.

Improvements in the 2011 update include more detailed
information about fatalities and an instructional video to help
users conduct searches.

The records provide a five-year snapshot based on information
reported to the WCB by March 31, 2011. Albertans can see the
following information for each employer:

• number of lost-time claims
• estimated number of workers
• lost-time claim rates
• number of fatalities, including those resulting from motor-

vehicle and workplace incidents, and occupational diseases
• industry and province-wide lost-time claim rates for

comparison purposes
• whether the employer holds a Certificate of Recognition 
The annual release of these records is part of the Alberta

government’s multi-point plan to achieve greater transparency
and accountability for occupational health and safety. 
The records can be found online at www.employment.alberta.ca/
employerrecords. W

LETTERS

What our readers write

Here’s your chance to let us know what you think of WorkSIGHT. 
Have you read something in WorkSIGHT that has inspired you 

or encouraged you to refocus on workplace safety? Maybe an article
has given you a better understanding of the role you play in Alberta’s
workers’ compensation system. You are encouraged to submit
articles for consideration. If you are not up to writing an article
yourself, we’d like to know what your ideas are, or the types of 
stories you want to see in upcoming issues. 

Send your comments and/or questions to: 
Attn: Kristiana Indradat
WCB-Alberta 
PO Box 2415
9925 - 107 Street
Edmonton, AB  T5J 2S5
Email: kristiana.indradat@wcb.ab.ca 

Remember to include your name and a contact number 
or email address where we can reach you. 

Letters may be included in upcoming issues of WorkSIGHT, so if
you don’t want your letter published, please be sure to let us know. W

No. Although social activities after work build great teams and are an important
part of a positive workplace, they are not a responsibility of the job and are
unlikely to meet the standards of work-relatedness:

1. Did it arise out of employment? 
2. Did it occur in the course of employment?

Answering these two questions requires a closer look at the team activity. 
Was it mandatory? Is it directed by the employer? In this case, the activity was
voluntary and just for fun.

To learn more about 
work-relatedness, go to
www.wcb.ab.ca. 

Be sure to check out our
fact sheet at
www.wcb.ab.ca/pdfs/
employers/EFS_Team_
building_activities.pdf.
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YOUR PERFORMANCE MATTERS.
Claim costs drive rates, and your 
rates are based on your performance. 

The 2012 industry rates range from a low of
$0.20 to a high of $6.54 (per $100 of insurable 
earnings). The premium rates you pay are set 
at industry level and vary based on individual
employer performance. Investment in safety
and prevention and a strong disability manage-
ment program can help lower your rates.

How are Alberta employers doing?
Employers registered with WCB-Alberta fall into 337

industries – 134 industries will see a decrease in their
industry premium rates while 176 industries will see an
increase in rates. 

Employers are working hard to improve their perform-
ance and we have seen positive trends in the poor 
performance surcharge program. 

In 2012, 710 employers will be leaving the Poor
Performance Surcharge (PPS) behind and fewer employers
are expected to head into PPS next year. 

Claim costs account for 75.9% of the 2012 premium rate.

Full funded claim costs 75.9%

Administration 17.0%

Workplace Health and Safety 2.8%   

Safety associations 1.7%

Appeals Commission 1.0%

Reserve requirement 1.6%

 

% of total

Sector Trends 
(Year to date September 2011)

WCB BUSINESS

   # of employers 

  2011   2012

Year 1  – Employers are given a notice 
 but do not pay a PPS at this stage 629   592

Year 2  – Maximum PPS is 25% 452   331

Year 3  – Maximum PPS is 50% 325   276

Year 4  – Maximum PPS is 100% 129  140

Year 5  – Maximum PPS is 200% 288  257

TOTAL 1823 1596 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.
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Sept 2010 Sept 2011

Modified work volume 
by sector

1.  Agriculture & Forestry

2.  Mining, Oil & Gas

3.  Manufacturing

4.  Construction

5.  Transportation

6.  Trade

7.  Gov’t & Education

8.  Health

9.  Service Industries

What’s the 2012 premium rate made of?
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*estimate  
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Partners achieve more
Every year more employers are joining the Partners in

Injury Reduction (PIR) program. PIR can help create a safer
workplace for your employees while helping to reduce your
premiums by up to 20% when you earn a Certificate of
Recognition (COR) from the Alberta government. Today
47.1% of workers covered by workers’ compensation 
insurance are working for an employer with a COR – that’s
867,000 Alberta workers. 

PIR employers with a Certificate of 
Recognition (COR) 

Achieving the right trends
Despite challenging economic times, employers are helping

to keep the disabling injury rate and lost-time claim rate (LTC)
stable heading into 2012. Maintaining a safe workplace and
building programs that help keep injured workers on the job
creates positive outcomes for you and your employees. 

The disabling injury rate and LTC rate is estimated to stay at
2.8 and 1.5 per 100 covered workers, respectively. 

Claim costs and claim volumes: challenges ahead
The volume of lost-time claims is expected to increase by

3.7%, up to 28,400, and the cost of claims is forecast to rise
6.5%. We all share responsibility for getting better at manag-
ing workplace injuries. Modified work, investments in safety
and prevention, safety associations, occupational injury 
clinics, and many of our joint initiatives can make a difference
in sustaining a strong and stable system for Albertans.

2012 looks to be a busy year in workers’ compensation.
Take the opportunity to learn more about the Occupational
Injury Service (OIS), sign up for a modified work seminar, talk
to an account manager about your challenges and plans and
make your 2012 a great one for you and your employees. 

2008 2009 2010 2011
Forecast

2012
Budget

3.4
Disabling injury rate

Lost-time claim rate

2.8 2.6 2.8 2.8

1.8
1.6 1.5 1.5 1.5

32,800 Number of lost-time 
claims (LTC)

27,100
25,500

27,400 28,400

702.9

Fully funded claim costs 
($ millions)

648.6 665.7

748.1
797.0

2008 2009 2010 2011
Forecast

2012
Budget



8 | WorkSIGHT WINTER 2011

“To tell you the truth, it’s been a
struggle.” Jones says. “Our acquisition
meant we had to combine two different
ways of ensuring the safety of our driv-
ers and the communities we work in.
Workplace health and safety is a top
priority for BFI Canada, so we’ve

worked very hard to ensure our new
employees follow our processes and are
on the same page with us.”

In the past, BFI’s proactive attitude
had always benefited this company and
employees in the Edmonton district.
Even with all the bending, lifting and

A hefty 
challenge

Edmonton’s BFI
Canada turns 
poor performance
upside down
BY JENNIFER DAGSVIK

“Our acquisition meant we had to combine two different ways of ensuring the

safety of our drivers and the communities we work in.”— Randy Jones.

BFI Canada’s Randy Jones doesn’t like to sugar-coat reality.
So when you ask the seasoned safety manager about 
his challenge merging workers from another waste

management company into his, he admits it hasn’t been easy.
Merging attitudes about disability management, return-to-work
outcomes and injury prevention can prove sticky, especially 
in the waste management business.

PROFILE
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PHOTOS BY LAUGHING DOG PHOTOGRAPHY

moving involved in the residential and
commercial garbage collection busi-
ness, high injury rates and costs were
unacceptable to BFI. That attitude was
reflected positively in their WCB premi-
um rate.

“Before our recent acquisition, we
had a reasonably small workforce in
Edmonton,” Jones recalls. “We were
able to keep an active pulse on our 
performance within a challenging
industry.” 

Almost overnight, the acquisition
heaped on more challenges. BFI Canada
quadrupled its workforce from 54 to
240 employees. Garbage collection
truck numbers jumped from 25 to 135
in the Edmonton district alone. 

It wasn’t only more trucks and 
people that got added to the mix; BFI’s
premium rate soared. Because of the
acquired company’s previous high
injury rates and expensive claim costs,
BFI was hit with a WCB poor perform-
ance surcharge of 40 per cent. BFI
Canada’s hard-earned great rates and
solid standing quickly flipped upside
down. 

“All of a sudden we were poor per-
formers,” says Jones. “We knew we had
to quickly create a new safety environ-
ment at our now much larger business.
We wanted our employees to go home
safe every night, feel valued and actual-
ly want to come to work.” 

As BFI’s safety manager, Randy
Jones knew he had a hefty challenge
ahead. He knew that changing employ-
ees’ mindset about disability manage-
ment would benefit both the workers
and the company, but he had to 
prove it. 

With help from the WCB account
manager, Jones set into action a long-
term process to get the disability man-

agement ball rolling and start turning
BFI’s performance around. They came
up with an overall goal to see BFI
Canada in a premium discount position
by 2014. Then, they set out actionable,
specific and measurable objectives to
achieve this goal. 

The plan includes steps such as
reviewing modified work programs,
increasing communications with
employees, using Occupational Injury
Services and intensively tracking claim
costs. 

Jones says the plan is already begin-
ning to pay off. Slowly but surely, as
more workers hear about the savings
being invested back into better equip-
ment and see management caring for
their safety, the benefits are visible,

even on the shop floor.
“In the big picture, it’s created an

environment where morale has
improved and productivity is up,” Jones
says proudly. “We’re seeing more people
are showing up for safety meetings, our
absentee rate is down and modified
work helps everyone carrying the work-
load.”

So is it worth the struggle?
Absolutely. As Randy Jones will tell you,
it’s a hefty challenge that is getting 
closer to the curb every day. W

“All of a sudden we were poor

performers,” says Jones.

Want to get out of a poor 
performance surcharge position? 
Take the advice of someone who’s been there. Randy Jones offers
some strategies to help you clean up your act:

1. Have a well-designed disability management program.
2. Get a firm commitment from upper management.
3. Combine your disability 

program with a solid safety 
prevention program.

“In the big picture, it’s created an

environment where morale has

improved and productivity is up.”
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ON THE COVER

Why safety
matters 

to me
THEY USED TO CALL ME

SPIDERMAN. I worked as a
journeyman sheet metal

worker for 15 years. I used to
work on top of smokestacks or
climb steel beams to get my jobs
done. I mean, I could do this with
my eyes closed. They’d say, “Go
get Jim. He can climb up there, no
problem.” 

That changed six years ago.
I went up to a jobsite in Northern B.C. to

help our crew wrap things up before the
holidays. We all wanted be home for
Christmas, just over a couple of weeks
away. 

That quiet winter morning, my foreman
asked me to bolt a new pipe to an existing
one and then lower it into two saddle sup-
ports several feet above. Easy. It would
only take us about three hours.

I fastened my safety harness, jumped
on a man lift and flew up to the end of the
old pipe. I quickly bolted the top of the two
flanges together. I gave the crane operator
the signal to lower the pipe into the sad-
dle, but the middle saddle was too low. 
I’d need to do some adjustments, but I
couldn’t reach it from the man lift where 
I stood. 

Former sheet metal
worker Jim Reeder
shares his personal
injury story
BY JIM REEDER
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Instead of driving the man lift
around, I stepped onto the narrow,
newly constructed platform alongside
the support. It wasn’t totally finished
yet. Where a permanent ladder would
have been fastened through the plat-
form, there was still a hole. 

I straddled the hole and didn’t think
twice about it. Falling never crossed my
mind. My foot must have slipped. I can’t
remember. 

My colleague watched in horror as I
fell 45 feet onto a concrete pony wall
then bounced onto the ground. I broke
my right thigh and my right arm. I tore
ligaments in my right knee and frac-
tured one of my vertebrae. My head
bled. I had an ear full of sand. 

I was still wearing my safety harness
when I fell since I’d just stepped off the
man lift. But I didn’t tie off when I got
onto the platform.

That mistake nearly cost my life.
In the ambulance, no one talked—

there was only the sound of my wife cry-
ing, pounding the dash and asking why,
but getting no answers. 

Today, nobody can tell that I was in
an accident, but not all things heal. 

I suffered from amnesia for a couple
weeks after the fall. It took weeks more
before I could walk again, and I can’t
walk long distances. Because of nerve
damage, one side of my tongue and
mouth are numb and feeling will never
return. I have dexterity problems with
one side of my body. 

It’s been a long and hard road for my
family. It’s a miracle I survived. Now,
it’s up to me to make the most out of the
hand I’ve been dealt. I tell my story,
hoping that it keeps others from experi-
encing it, too. W

In the ambulance, no one talked—
there was only the sound of my wife
crying, pounding the dash and asking
why, but getting no answers. 

Students in Reeder’s fall
protection classes get
hands-on training they
apply at work.

REACHING
NEW
CAREER
HEIGHTS
Lessons learned
from Jim Reeder’s
traumatic
experiences don’t
fall on deaf ears

A FTER TWO serious work accidents—
first, a 45-foot fall that caused

brain injury and multiple leg fractures,
and then a second, shorter fall that
severely shattered his left knee and
ankle—Jim Reeder decided it was time
for a new professional challenge. 

He found his calling.
With support and encouragement

from his employer in Edmonton, 
TKM Contracting & Metal Ltd., Reeder
got certified as a National Construction
Safety Officer (NCSO). The new 
position accommodates his physical
restrictions and leverages his skills and
experience. Having a safety program in
place and a safety officer on site also
puts his employer in a position to apply

for a Certificate of Recognition (COR). 
Now, Reeder manages Mobile 

Safety, a subdivision of TKM that
teaches and encourages workers to
latch onto fall protection safety. 
Reeder instructs students of all
experience levels in fall protection 
and aerial work platforms like boom
lifts and scissor lifts.

“I think I get a lot more attention
from my class when I tell them my
story,” says Reeder.

His personal experiences send 
a powerful message to his students. 
“The students see that they don’t 
have to be new staff or an 18-year-old 
to get injured. It could happen to
anyone.” W

“The students see that they don’t have to be new staff or an 
18-year-old to get injured. It could happen to anyone.”

PHOTOS BY LAUGHING DOG PHOTOGRAPHY
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LIKE AN ENORMOUS SEMI-TRUCK
barrelling toward its destination, there is
tremendous forward momentum in

Alberta’s recent Distracted Driving Law. By
recognizing cell phones and other electronic
devices as a potential danger, the law is bringing
Alberta into a safer 21st century.  

Mullen Trucking and Trimac Transportation are a couple of
the forward-looking companies who saw value in having rules
and guidelines in place before it was required by law. 

“It’s for anyone operating an insured vehicle through
Mullen Trucking,” says Randy Mercer, director of Safety and
Loss Prevention, about the distracted driving policy his compa-
ny implemented in January 2010.

Trimac and Mullen Trucking stay ahead of
the curve when it comes to road safety 

Motoring 
toward a 
safer future

BY MATT KING
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To help its employees and contrac-
tors follow the evolving rules, Trimac
has full-time driver trainers whose pri-
mary job is to perform job-task observa-
tions with the drivers.

During the “full interaction” portion
of the evaluation, the trainer stays in
the cab with the driver and monitors the
driver’s technique and ability. During
“at-a-distance” job-task verifications,
the trainer follows the vehicle through
traffic, monitoring it from afar.

For Trimac, as with Mullen, the key
to reinforcing new behaviours and
keeping the road safer for everyone
rests in training. “Management of
change always requires you to commu-
nicate,” Pouliot says, “and you need to
educate people and make them under-
stand the pros and cons.”

And if you need to use the phone,
Pouliot’s solution is simple: “Find a
safe place, pull over and phone.” W

driver’s reaction time slowed down 
as much as with a blood alcohol level 
of 0.08. 

A work in progress 
Calgary-based Trimac Transportation

was also an early adopter. In 2004, it
implemented a company policy against
using cell phones while driving. Marcel
Pouliot, VP of Safety and Industrial
Service, sees this policy as a piece of the
larger distracted driving puzzle.

“Honestly, it’s been in effect for 20
years, but we didn’t use the term ‘dis-
tracted driving,’” Pouliot says. “We’ve
had a number of policies implemented
over the years, though, that would elim-
inate the source of distraction.”

As one of Trimac’s core values, safety
has guided the company’s training and
policies, but fighting distracted driving
has been a work of adaptation. New
technologies require new policies. 

The Aldersyde-based trucking com-
pany took it a step further, making road
safety not just the driver’s responsibili-
ty, but that of other staff, too.

“If we call someone, we are to ask if
they are on a cell phone,” he says. “If
they are, then we’re instructed to tell
the person to pull over and call back at
a more suitable time.”

Safety in numbers
Mullen Trucking drivers travel all

across North America. As other
provinces and American states began
introducing cell phone laws, there was
a need for the company to adapt. A
company-wide distracted driving policy
made sure employees were always 
abiding by the law regardless of where
they were. 

But things became even clearer once
the math was introduced.

“Say you’re doing 60 miles per hour,
which is around 90 feet per second,”
Mercer says. “What happens if you take
your eyes off the road for 3 seconds?”
According to Alberta Transportation, 20
to 30 per cent of all collisions involve
driver distraction. 

He notes that several studies 
helped build a compelling case for
introducing the policy. A study from the
University of Utah, for example, found
that a driver’s reaction time is 17%
slower when a cell phone is also in the
picture than when focused on driving
alone. Another study found that the 

20 to 30 per cent of all
collisions involve driver distraction

A driver’s reaction time is 17% slower
when a cell phone is also in the picture than
when focused on driving alone.



On September 1, 2011, the Distracted
Driving Law came into effect in Alberta.
It affects all vehicles on all roads, as
defined by the Traffic Safety Act.
Whether you drive a car or bus, ride a
motorcycle or bicycle, or operate
agricultural equipment, you cannot
safely do so while distracted. 
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WHAT IS NOT ALLOWED?
• Talking on a hand-held cellphone 

• Texting/emailing 

• Manually using electronic devices

• Reading books, magazines, etc. 

• Writing, printing or sketching 

• Personal grooming

ROAD RULES
Know the ins and outs of
Alberta’s distracted
driving legislation

WHAT IS ALLOWED?
• Using a cellphone in hands-free mode

• Drinking beverages, such as coffee, water or pop 

• Eating a snack 

• Talking with passengers 

• Listening to a portable audio player—as long as

it is set up before you begin driving 

• Calling emergency services, such as 911 with a

hand-held cell phone

A word about pets
Pets are allowed in the vehicle, but Traffic Safety Act 115(2)(i)
allows police to charge a driver who permits anything,
including a pet, to occupy the front seat of the vehicle such
that it interferes with the driver's access to the vehicle controls
and the safe operation of the vehicle. For the safety of both
pets and road users, it is best if pets are secured in an
appropriate pet carrier. W

The fine for violating the distracted driving law is $172. For more information on the 
distracted driving legislation, visit www.transportation.alberta.ca/DistractedDriving.htm.
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In 2010, 31 people lost their lives on Alberta roads in
work-related motor vehicle incidents. Between 2000 and
2010, motor vehicle incidents claimed the lives of 401

WETHER THEY’RE making house calls
or deliveries, heading to meetings
across town, or hauling passengers

or freight long distances, Alberta workers spend
a lot of time behind the wheel.

Too often, however, they are part of an alarming trend.
Every day in Alberta, one person is killed and approximately
50 people are injured in motor vehicle incidents.

Putting safety
in the driver’s seat
Best practice guide helps Alberta 
workers stay safe on roads
BY SORCHA THOMAS

>>
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Alberta workers—about a third of the total work-related
fatalities for this period. Though the rates of other traumatic
injuries and fatalities have fallen in Alberta, motor vehicle-
related fatalities have remained steady.

In response to the high number of work-related motor
vehicle incidents, the Alberta government introduced
Driving for Work – Developing Safe Practices for Employers
and Workers last year. This best practices guide and accom-
panying eLearning awareness program aims to help employ-
ers and workers incorporate a focus on driving into their
health and safety management systems.

To see the best practice guide and eLearning program,
visit www.worksafe.alberta.ca/roadsafety. 

Sorcha Thomas is a public affairs officer with Alberta Human Services. 

Driving for Work – Developing Safe Practices for Employers and Workers was
developed in partnership with Alberta Transportation, Alberta Centre for Injury Control
& Research (ACICR), Alberta Motor Association (AMA), Alberta Motor Transport
Association (AMTA) and Alberta Roadbuilders & Heavy Construction Association
(ARHCA). It fits into the Road Safety at Work Strategy—a collaborative effort by
government, industry, and labour groups—and supports Alberta’s Traffic Safety Plan.

W

>> continued from page 15Putting safety in the driver’s seat

Expand
yourReach
Advertise in WorkSIGHT and find an
audience dedicated to safe, healthy 
and strong Alberta workplaces. 

WorkSIGHT is a cost-effective advertising
medium that puts us directly in front of the
clients we serve—industrial safety managers.
– Ron McNutt, President, 
KnowledgeWare Communications Corp.

Contact the editor at 
kristiana.indradat@wcb.ab.ca
for more information. 

WCB-Alberta

Work
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DISABLING INJURIES prevent 
workers from performing all the

duties required of their pre-accident
position. Although large employers
made up only 1.4% of all employers in
2010, 67% of all reported disabling
injuries came from this group.

Offering modified work helps retain
experienced workers as they heal,
decreases your workers’ time away from

work and can help reduce claims costs.
In 2010, modified work helped more
than 26,000 workers succeed at work
following a workplace injury.

Learn how to make return-to-work for
your employees easier through a
formalized modified work program. 

Visit http://www.wcb.ab.ca/employ-
ers/mod_work_prog.asp for more 
information. W

Where do 
most disabling
injuries 
come from?

WCB BUSINESS

82 
DISABLING 
INJURIES:

0.2%
1.7 million 1st year 
claims costs - 1%   

11,093 
DISABLING 
INJURIES:

25.6%
52 million 1st year 
claims costs - 31.6 %

2,628 
LARGE 
EMPLOYERS:

1.4%  
43.8 billion total 
insurable earnings - 58.1%

19,943 
MIDSIZE 
EMPLOYERS:

12.5%
22 billion total 
insurable earnings - 28.7 %

105,704 
SMALL 
EMPLOYERS:

66.2%
9.2 billion total 
insurable earnings - 12.2%

31,782 
MINIMUM 
PREMIUM
EMPLOYERS:

20%
716 million total 
insurable earnings - 0.9%

3,096 
DISABLING 
INJURIES:

7.1%
24 million 1st year 
claims costs - 14.4%

29,042 
DISABLING 
INJURIES:

67%
88 million 1st year 
claims costs - 53%
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We all lose when
you don’t snooze

A10-HOUR SHIFT and an
hour-long commute to
and from the worksite

for 30 days straight. It looked
like no end in sight for the 150-
man crew Garth Rattray co-led
at an Edmonton-area refinery
during the sweltering summer
heat of 2002.

“There was a real push in the indus-
try to get these jobs done,” says Rattray,
whose crew had begun to show signs of
fatigue, like distraction and forgetful-
ness.

“You’d even have to remind the 20-
year-olds to do things. I’m certain it was
because they were exhausted.”

His crew finished the month-long
blitz incident and injury free. Now, look-
ing back at that experience through the
lens of a training co-ordinator for
Alberta’s International Union of
Painters and Allied Trades (IUPAT), he’s
not sure the streak would have lasted. 

A 2005 American study on the
impact of overtime and long work hours
on work injuries and illnesses found
that working at least 12 hours per day
was associated with a 37% increase in
the hazard rate. Risk of injury increased
further with the length of the work
schedule.

The right balance
Industry and business demands

have made extended hours of work and
shift work commonplace. From a pro-
ductivity standpoint, it makes sense,
says Mike Harnett, president and direc-
tor of operations at WorkSMART
Ergonomics Ltd., an occupational
health, safety and wellness consulting
firm.

“Twelve-hour shifts are better than
eight because you’re optimizing your
resources. It makes sense to do longer
shifts, working 24-5 or 24-7,” says
Harnett. “Fewer shutdowns and start-
ups mean you can have an operation
consistently running, and less chance of
errors because of changeovers.”

She’s quick to point out, however,
that schedule design needs to consider
workers’ physical limitations. A sched-
ule that strings long workdays together
with extended time off at the end
appeals to some workers, but it has sig-
nificant negative short- and long-term
impacts on their bodies.

Losing more than sleep
“We need a certain quality of sleep

to make sure that our body physically
repairs itself, and we need a certain
quantity of sleep in order for the body to
mentally repair itself. Shift workers tend
to miss out on both,” says Harnett. 

“Studies have told us that the aver-
age worker requires 7.5 to 8.5 hours of
sleep in order to function at peak per-
formance,” says Rattray, but on average,
Harnett says, shift workers get four to
five hours of sleep a night. 

Harnett believes findings of an
Australian study illustrate the dangers
of fatigue. After comparing fatigue-
induced impairment to alcohol-induced
impairment, researchers found that a
person awake for 17 straight hours is
just as impaired as someone with 0.05
blood alcohol content. Increase that to
21 hours and you’re as impaired as
someone at 0.08. 

Tired workers are at a higher risk for injuries, but you can help
BY KRISTIANA INDRADAT

A person awake for 17 straight hours
is just as impaired as someone with
0.05 blood alcohol content.
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Waking hours easily add up when
shift length, overtime, commuting time,
and time dedicated to social activities
and errands are accounted for.

Over the long term, Harnett says,
workers can suffer from depressed
immune systems, forgetfulness, 
sleep disorders, heartburn, ulcers 
and indigestion. 

Rattray noticed that his crew often
had sniffles and coughs. “They were
thinking that it was just a cold going
around,” he says, “but it’s actually

because their systems were run down.
They were getting tired and their bodies
were more susceptible.” 

When night falls, injuries rise
Things get more complicated when

night falls. A recent study conducted by
researchers from the University of
British Columbia showed that the rate
of occupational injury in Canada
decreased overall between 1996 and
2006, but there was no decline for night
shift workers. Night shift workers are

almost twice as likely to be injured on
the job as those working during the day.

Harnett says the risk of an incident
increases with our tendency to fall
asleep and that we are most sleepy and
least alert when our body temperature
is at its lowest. For day workers, that
happens during the well-known midday
slump between 1 p.m. and 3 p.m. For
night workers, body temperature is low-
est between 3 a.m. and 6 a.m., she says.

“On the night shift, the worst thing
we can do is schedule really cognitively

OUR NATURAL INTERNAL CLOCK, or circadian rhythm, dictates

when we are most alert. Sleep-wake cycles and body

temperature cycles are synchronized with light, rising and falling

throughout the day. When night falls, injuries are more likely to occur. 

Circadian Rhythm
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Circadian Rhythm for Alertness

>>

SOURCE: The Brain from Top to Bottom/
Canadian Institute of Health Research
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Rattray thinks assigning small
groups of eight to 10 workers to one
supervisor went a long way in keeping
the young crew out of harm’s way.
Supervisors were especially attentive to
signs of fatigue toward the end of shifts. 

And, back in 2002, when he had the
opportunity to continue working
beyond 30 days—and more money was
offered—he refused. 

“We were going to have an acci-
dent,” Rattray says. “I would have felt
horrible if I had to tell someone’s mom
and dad that their kid wasn’t coming
home.” W

workplace. Scheduling shorter shift
rotations allows employees to get more
rest. She adds that monitoring when
employees get time off is just as impor-
tant, noting the difference in sleep qual-
ity when sleeping during the day versus
sleeping at night. 

Night shift workers are also at a dis-
advantage when it’s time to sleep during
the day. Light suppresses the body’s
ability to generate melatonin—our natu-
ral sleep hormone—and as the sun
rises, so does body temperature. Harnett
says both factors make it harder for the
body to unwind and fall asleep. 

demanding or really strenuous tasks
around 4 or 5 in the morning,” says
Harnett. “That’s when we’re going to
make the most errors and have the high-
est risk for something going wrong.”

A joint responsibility
“It’s really important for employees

to understand what their role is in man-
aging a shift-work lifestyle,” says
Harnett. She advises that employees
adopt a routine to help maintain good
sleeping habits. 

Organizations can also implement a
few practices to prevent fatigue in the

MANAGING THE EFFECTS 
OF WORKPLACE 
FATIGUE 

Build in stimulation –
Encourage conversation, and

install TVs or exercise equipment.

“When a person is tired, the best

way to offset mental fatigue is to

get them up and moving,” 

she says. 

Pick the right lighting –

Organizational lighting, such 

as fluorescent lighting, can be

damaging to the body, says

Harnett. These lights emit a

distorted spectrum that can

disrupt our circadian rhythms.

Blue and red lights have a lower

effect on circadian rhythms than

white light does. Choose full-

spectrum bulbs where possible. 

Schedule in more
downtime – Ensure

employees get at least 11 to 16

hours between shifts. Leaving

employees with less than 10

hours between shifts does not

allow them enough time to enjoy

family time, have a social life and

get a good night’s sleep.

Respect the generational
divide – There isn’t one schedule

that fits all. “Young shift workers

often want a big block of time off

for friends and family,” says

Harnett. “They’ll say they want

extended schedules and lots of

hours while the older shift workers

want shorter shift rotations

because they’re starting to feel the

effects of extended hours.”

Educate employees about the

effects of shift work before making

decisions about shift schedules.

Mike Harnett, president and
director of operations at
WorkSMART Ergonomics Ltd.,
offers a few ideas employers can
use to help manage the
effects of fatigue.

We all lose when you don’t snooze  >> continued from page 19

PH
OT

OS
: C

LO
CK

W
IS

E 
FR

OM
 LO

W
ER

 LE
FT

: ©
 N

IK
UW

KA
 | 

DR
EA

M
ST

IM
E.

CO
M

 •
 ©

 B
RY

AN
 C

RE
EL

Y 
| D

RE
AM

ST
IM

E.
CO

M
 •

 ©
 S

US
AN

 L
AW

 C
AI

N 
| D

RE
AM

ST
IM

E.
CO

M
 • 

©
 D

IE
GO

 V
IT

O 
CE

RV
O 

| D
RE

AM
ST

IM
E.

CO
M

 
• 

©
 O

NE
O 

| D
RE

AM
ST

IM
E.

CO
M

 •
  C

EN
TR

E:
 ©

 K
HO

RZ
HE

VS
KA

 | 
DR

EA
M

ST
IM

E.
CO

M
©

 K
HO

RZ
HE

VS
KA

 | 
DR

EA
M

ST
IM

E.
CO

M
 •

 B
AC

KG
RO

UN
D 

IM
AG

E:
 ©

 A
LE

XA
ND

ER
 LI

M
BA

CH
 | 

DR
EA

M
ST

IM
E.

CO
M



WorkSIGHT WINTER 2011 | 21

THE COURT OF APPEAL OF ALBERTA, the highest court in our
province, has recently provided greater clarity about the 

role of the workers’ compensation system in identifying suitable
employment for workers who are unable to return to their 
pre-accident jobs.

By far the best option for all is returning a worker to full or modified
capacity with the original employer. However, sometimes this is not
possible due to the severity of the work restrictions resulting from
the injury. In such cases, there is a range of vocational services
available to address return-to-work in some other capacity 
[see Policy 04-05, Part 1s & 2].

Under policy, WCB is responsible for assisting a worker to achieve
“employability.” This occurs when suitable employment is identified.
Suitable employment is work that the worker is capable of doing,
i.e., for which the worker has appropriate skills, that the worker can
perform safely and that is reasonably available to that worker.
Two recent Court of Appeal cases emphasize a two-stage approach 
to determining employability:

1. Does the worker have the functional capacity to do the work?
2. Is the work reasonable for that worker from a social and

economic standpoint?

In Gahir v. Alberta (Workers’ Compensation Appeals Commission),
2009 ABCA 59, the Court says at para. 26:

While there is a considerable overlap, there is also a
fundamental difference between functional capacity and
employability. “Fit for full time sedentary employment” is 
a level of functional capacity; it is not a job. Employability
undoubtedly arises on a foundation of functional capacity, 
but employability also incorporates social and economic
considerations. Mere theoretical functional capacity that is not
economically competitive does not amount to employability.

This concept was reinforced in Watson v. Alberta (Workers’
Compensation Board), 2011 ABCA 127, at para. 50:

The definition [of suitable employment] recognizes the social
and economic aspects of employability. The “capacity” of the
worker must be matched to “suitable work” to create
“employability”.

However, the Court was quick to add that the workers’ compensation
system cannot guarantee employment (at para. 51):

That said, the workers’ compensation system is not an
unemployment insurance system. It is designed to provide
compensation for persons who are unable to work due to
disability. It does not guarantee that there will be a job
available for every injured employee.

Identifying suitable employment is an exercise is determining the
right level of benefits to be paid to the worker. The Court of Queen’s
Bench of Alberta said this earlier this year in St. Cyr v. Alberta
(Workers’ Compensation Board), 2011 ABQB 407, at para. 69:

The WCB correctly emphasizes that the workers’ compensation
system is based on the idea that the injured worker will be
returned to a condition where he or she is employable. If the
worker does not reach equivalent work capacity or earnings to
the pre-accident job, the worker is entitled to benefits based on
the difference. In the case of a temporary disability, it will be
paid as TPD or TTD; if the disability is determined to be
permanent, it will be an ELP. If the worker chooses not to work,
the WCB may estimate the potential earnings in an occupation
that the worker is capable of performing.

Whether you are a worker or an employer, you should discuss all
issues of suitable employment with the case manager. W

“Employment”
versus“Employability”

Legal View

WCB insures for disability not employment
BY DOUGLAS R. MAH, QC, WCB SECRETARY & GENERAL COUNSEL
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When accidents
happen

Early reporting is
key to successful
service delivery. 
You have 72 hours
(that’s three consecutive days, not
three business days) to report a
work-related illness or injury. 

If in doubt, report.
Not sure if a worker’s
injury is work-related?

Send us an Employer’s Report of
Injury (C-040) and have WCB staff
make that determination. 

Modified work
works!
Being back on the 
job helps your injured
workers recover more

productively and more successfully.
Be part of the solution and provide
meaningful and safe modified work.

As an employer, do you know what your responsibilities are? 
Here are a few things to keep in mind:

• Open and maintain an account. If you are in an industry covered by 
the Act and employ workers, you must have a WCB account.

• Keep your account up to date by reporting corporate name changes,
amalgamations, contact information changes, or changes to operations
(including ceasing operations), etc. 

• Pay your premiums. Monthly interest is charged when a payment is
overdue by 30 days or more.

• File your annual return. Your 2012 deadline is February 29.
• Record and report injuries. You have 72 hours to report an injury to WCB. 
• Offer modified work. It will help you keep your best workers in the 

best health.
• Inform workers about the coverage they have and the benefits they are

entitled to under workers' compensation, as detailed in WCB’s 
Worker Handbook.

• Obtain clearances when hiring contractors to avoid unnecessary liability.

Penalties, what penalties?
Although WCB can levy penalties if an employer fails to comply with the

Act, WCB considers the nature and severity of infractions along with the
circumstances when applying a penalty. 

A penalty could be levied for instances like:
• Failing to open a WCB account when you should have coverage for 

your workers
• Filing your annual return late or not at all
• Deducting your WCB costs from workers’ wages
• Not reporting claims to WCB or reporting late
• Having an agreement to waive benefits and not report injuries to WCB

In all cases, we want to work with you. WCB has programs and resources 
to help you meet your requirements under the Act. For more information or
assistance, go to the WCB for Employers section of our website at
www.wcb.ab.ca or call 1-866-922-9221 (toll-free) for more information. W

What’s in YOUR action plan?
Know your part
BY KARLA JOHNSTON

WCB BUSINESS
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Be in the know
WCB offers workshops in Calgary and Edmonton, and based
on demand, in other locations throughout the province.

Attend a WCB seminar or workshop
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MODIFIED DUTIES WORKSHOP 

Modified work is a safe, effective and efficient way to return an
injured worker to the job. This interactive workshop will provide: 
• The framework and tools needed to develop, implement or

improve a modified work program
• Ideas and examples of appropriate modified duties

WHO SHOULD ATTEND? 
All employers, but especially those with a disability management
program (which WCB’s disability management seminar can help
you start)

LENGTH: 
One half-day session

Call Millard Health at 780-498-3363 for more information 
or to register.

DISABILITY MANAGEMENT SEMINAR

Understand the relationship between claims costs and WCB
premiums, and how to control costs through responsible
disability management. The six key elements of a disability
management program will be discussed. 

WHO SHOULD ATTEND? 
All employers, but especially those who will directly oversee a
disability management program

LENGTH: 
One day-long session

In 2012, we'll be enhancing our disability management seminar to
equip you with the tools that will improve your performance. 
You'll learn how to develop an action plan and a successful modified
return-to- work program to produce positive results for your
employees and your premiums. 

Visit wcb.ab.ca/employers/seminars.asp for more information on
course offerings as they become available.

EMPLOYER INFORMATION WORKSHOP

Learn general information about the fundamentals of workers’
compensation. Topics include insurable earnings, subcontractor
liabilities, managing your account and the impact of claim costs
on premiums.

WHO SHOULD ATTEND? 
Individuals in human resources, payroll and other financial
positions

LENGTH: 
One half-day session

UNDERSTANDING WCB’S APPEALS SYSTEM

Get an overview of WCB’s appeal structure and process,
including how to initiate, prepare and present a claim or
premium-related appeal. 

WHO SHOULD ATTEND? 
Employers

LENGTH: 
One half-day session

PREVENTING WORKPLACE VIOLENCE SEMINAR 

This general information seminar will help employers identify,
respond to and prevent a variety of workplace incidents. They’ll
also learn to develop their own workplace violence prevention
program. 

WHO SHOULD ATTEND? 
Any employers with WCB coverage

LENGTH: 
Three hours 

For more information, call 780-498-4990.

Sign up today!
Visit www.wcb.ab.ca/employers/seminars.asp

Most workshops and seminars are free of charge to WCB account holders.

Questions?
Call: 1-866-498-4694 (toll-free)

Note: Workshop dates are subject to change or cancellation.

What employers have said about the disability management seminar:
“Great discussion! Great responses from instructors!”

“Very informative, great examples provided and presented perfectly.”
“Instructors were very knowledgeable, personable and flexible. Nice work!”
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