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Section I  
  
Center Summary    
 
The Northeast Center (NEC) is a NIOSH funded extramural Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 
(AFF) Research Center, which is affiliated with the Bassett Healthcare Network in Cooperstown, 
NY. The mission of the NEC is to enhance the health of AFF workers by identifying priority health 
and safety issues and working with AFF communities and stakeholders to identify prevention 
solutions. Over the past year, NEC activities have largely focused on establishing the foundations 
for six R01-type projects and one evaluation project. The R01’s are evenly divided between 
Research, Intervention/Prevention and Education/Translation. These encompass expertise in 
engineering, occupational medicine, public health, and education. Several emerging issues 
mini-grants have also been funded over the past year and have expanded NEC knowledge of 
emerging issues and novel research and intervention methods. These efforts capitalize on 
long-established partnerships with other health research institutions in the Northeast, such as 
Harvard University, Pennsylvania State University, Yale University, the University of 
Massachusetts at Lowell, the University of Vermont, Farm Bureau, State Departments of 
Agriculture, Labor and Health, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the U.S. 
Coast Guard and the Sea Grant Program. 
 
Center Aims and Priorities: 
 

Priorities Maximize Center Resources Research to Practice Emphasize Impact 

Aims #1-Improve 

Surveillance-Ide

ntify Priority 

Issues 

#2-Focus on 

Vulnerable and 

High-Risk 

Workers 

#3-Move proven 

prevention 

strategies into 

workplaces 

#4-Reduce 

traumatic injuries 

and death in 

agriculture 

#5-Reduce 

traumatic 

injuries and 

death in fishing  

 
Relevance 
 

AFF workers have a significantly higher risk of occupational death and injury than workers in other 
U.S. industries. However, addressing these issues in the Northeast is particularly challenging due 
to the considerable diversity in AFF work environments and populations. As a result, NEC 
activities have largely focused on identifying and monitoring risk factors, in order to develop 
multiple strategies for addressing them. In the area of agricultural safety and health, a 
surveillance system is being developed to capture both injury and fatality idea from multiple health 
data sources. This information is being used to prioritize intervention and outreach activities and 
to strategically develop partnerships within the community that can help to address priority health 
issues and identify emerging issues.  
 
In addition to surveillance, NEC activities have focused on different facets of the injury process, 
from education on risks, to interventions that mitigate risks (i.e. increasing access to safety 
products, developing standards for safer working conditions, conducting on-farm safety audits, 
promoting the use of safety products, etc…), to strategies for improving outcomes should injuries 
or illnesses occur (i.e. first-aid training, case-management and treatment, provider occupational 
health training tailored to agricultural issues). Similar activities are also being conducted in the 
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area of fishing and logging safety, with the aim of reducing injuries and illnesses and improving 
outcomes for those injuries and illnesses that do occur. 
 
Key Personnel:   
 

Name: Role: Phone: e-mail: 

John May, MD Center Director 607.547.6023 john.may@bassett.org 

Julie Sorensen, PhD Deputy Director 607.547.6023 julie.sorensen@bassett.org 

Sue Ackerman, RN Center Manager 607.547.6023 susan.ackerman@bassett.org 

Stephen Clark, BS Administrative Director 607.547.6023 stephen.clark@bassett.org 

Paul Jenkins, PhD Principal Investigator 607.547.6555 paul.jenkins@bassett.org 

Dennis Murphy, PhD Principal Investigator 814.865.7157 djm13@engr.psu.edu 

Bryan Buchholz, PhD Principal Investigator 978.934.3241 bryan_buchholz@uml.edu 

Ann Backus, MS Principal Investigator 617.432.3327  abackus@hsph.harvard.edu 

Anne Gadomski, MD, MPH Center Evaluator 607.547.3066 abackus@hsph.harvard.edu 

 
Center Web Link: www.nycamh.org 
 
Section II 
 
PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS 
 

Center-Wide Activities 
 
Over the past year, the NEC has worked to identify several priority activities which will serve to 
establish a firm foundation for R01 projects and ensure that Center activities are responsive to the 
original priorities and aims laid out in the Center application. In October, NEC administrators 
organized a two-day retreat for R01 and emerging issues mini-grant principal investigators. The 
focus of the retreat was to review progress, identify areas of weakness and discuss solutions for 
funded research activities. In addition, attendees discussed areas of potential improvement for 
the Center (both short and long-term) and long range planning for Center efforts and activities, as 
well as possibilities for increasing collaboration between Center PIs and improving NEC 
evaluation efforts. In December, the NECs fishing advisory board was also assembled for a one 
day retreat to identify priority fishing issues and review current NEC fishing health and safety 
activities. In addition to these retreats, the NEC has spent considerable energy improving and 
streamlining information databases and reporting mechanisms. NEC administrators have also 
outlined plans for developing new and novel partnerships with an emphasis on identifying and 
recruiting young agricultural safety and health investigators. 
 
Changes in Personnel 
 
There have been two significant changes in NEC personnel in 2012. The first relates to the 
Deputy Director position, which was formerly held by Dr. Giulia Earle-Richardson. Dr. 
Earle-Richardson chose to relinquish her role as an NEC administrator, in favor of continuing her 
research and grant-work activities with the Center on a contractual basis. The Deputy Director 
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position is now being filled by Dr. Julie Sorensen, a social epidemiologist who has worked with the 
NEC for over ten years. The second personnel change relates to the replacement of Dr. Jack 
Dennerlein who was the former principal investigator listed on the The Northeast Fisheries Winch 
Improvement Project. Dr. Dennerlein left his position at Harvard University and was replaced in 
his role as PI for the winch project by Ann Backus, who has a long established career in fishing 
health and safety in the Northeast. Dr. Dennerlein will continue to work on the project as an 
advisor, however. 
 

Presentations, Outreach Activities and Publications 
 
Over the past year, 15 presentations have been made at national epidemiology, safety and health 
conferences. There have been 8 manuscripts published or accepted for publication in the 
peer-reviewed literature. 
 
A total of 395 educational / outreach sessions have been conducted throughout the Northeast, 
reaching over 10,000 AFF workers. Many of these educational sessions were given in Spanish. 
Forty-six on-farm safety surveys were conducted, reaching 117 members of the farm community. 
Forty-four on-farm safety trainings were given for 788 farm owners and their employees in English 
and an additional 267 on-farm safety trainings were given in Spanish, insuring the appropriate 
safety training of over 1000 Spanish-speaking workers. Fifty youth safety trainings were also 
conducted with nearly 1,000 farm youths in attendance. A total of 670 individuals were trained in 
first aid and CPR and 33 articles were published in agricultural magazines and on the NEC 
website.  Some of these activities were directly supported with NEC outreach funds and some 
leveraged with other funding sources. 
 
Research Core 
 

The New Surveillance Strategy for Farming and Forestry Injury Project uses standard variables in 
newly available electronic administrative datasets to identify agricultural and forestry injury and 
fatality events.  Inpatient and emergency department hospital records, along with pre-hospital 
care reports (ambulance reports) and death certificates allow researchers to glean important 
incident information, as well as information on subsequent medical care.  These records are case 
matched in order to eliminate duplicate records and to allow researchers to follow the continuum 
of care for a particular patient.  Ideally, this will provide more information on an incident that only 
one type of record would allow.  An additional benefit of this research is exploring the use of these 
datasets for purposes beyond those initially imagined.  Fellow researchers have voiced interest in 
using our method to further explore other occupational injury in their respective states.  Initial 
analysis of New York hospitalization data (inpatient and emergency department) has produced 
over 4,000 farm related injury cases from 2007-2009.  Of these cases, agricultural machines 
(22%), animals (18.2%) and falls (14.7%) comprised the top causes of injury.  While the data 
application process has proven more time consuming than initially expected, strides are being 
made in creating new partnerships and facilitating novel data linkages.    

   
The Musculoskeletal Disorder Rates in Northeast Lobster Fishermen project is a surveillance 
research project whose impact is a regional piece to a national puzzle.  NIOSH has done 
exemplary work in the general fishing industry with respect to the practical purpose of preventing 
injury and illness to fishermen.  However, historically, neither numerator nor denominator 
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numbers have been reliably collected in this country.  Consequently, NIOSH focused its 
resources and utilized federally managed fishery data to determine valid fatality rates for the first 
decade of the 21st century, information that allowed researchers and industry personnel to 
evaluate expected impact of interventions.  
 
The Northeast Ag Center is fulfilling a regional need for estimating injury and fatality rates among 
lobster fishermen, data that have not been previously captured by NIOSH.  We have begun a 
multi-year effort to specifically quantify the denominator population, in man-hours, of the 
lobster-harvesting sector.  Injury numerator data is also being collected by phone once every 
three months to 287 “captains”.  These phone surveys allow lobstermen to report any acute 
injuries over the previous months.  Data is also being collected once per year, in face to face 
interviews that include crew members as well.  Establishing this cohort, and maintaining personal 
contact with subjects quarterly via phone and annually via face to face interview, has been the 
most important outcome thus far.  Soon, we will have enough data to compare preliminary results 
to our hypotheses and to better understand some of the musculo-skeletal problems experienced 
by this population.  Qualitative information, in many cases, has already offered a valuable glimpse 
into important health and community concerns that lobstermen are facing.  These outcomes are 
vital to shaping future work in reducing outcomes of injury and illness for the lobstermen. 
 
Intervention/Prevention Core 
 

Social Marketing of Machinery Safety Shields  
Machinery entanglement incidents are unfortunately a relatively common cause of farm fatalities 
and serious injury in the Northeast. Detailed fatality data for New York and Pennsylvania 
(representing 66% of the Northeast farm population) indicate that machinery entanglement 
fatalities are among the top three causes of death (Harshman, 2009; NYCAMH, 2010). 
Fortunately, the installation of power-take off (PTO) shielding can considerably reduce, if not 
eliminate the risk of injury or death from PTO entanglements.  
 
Using an intervention framework that has proven successful for increasing the installation of 
ROPS on unprotected tractors, project researchers have laid the groundwork for launching a PTO 
social-marketing campaign in NY. Although only a year into the project timeline, important 
discoveries and encouraging progress have already been made. One of the most noteworthy 
discoveries relates to the validity of farmer self-report data. In the initial year of the program, 
project researchers collaborated with NASS to collect data on the proportion of rotating machinery 
shafts with shields via phone. After surveying 2,000 randomly selected NY farmers, survey data 
indicated that 90%-95% of rotating shafts in NY are shielded. Based on skepticism from the 
project’s Farmer Advisory Board and key informants, on-farm audits are now being conducted to 
assess the accuracy of this data. Although researchers have completed only half of these audits, 
preliminary data indicate that only 50%-60% of rotating shafts are shielded. This discovery 
provides considerable cause for concern in relation to farmer self-report data on shielding 
behaviors. In addition to this discovery, project researchers have created significant and 
productive project partnerships. In particular, an advisory board consisting of engineers, 
researchers, manufacturers and insurers has already been convened and will continue to work 
together to improve shielding designs and distribution, as well as to promote shielding in the 
coming years.  We are most encouraged by the participation of manufacturers in this effort.  
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Farm Tractor Stability Systems 
We are grateful that funds have become available for this important project. Dr. Murphy and 
colleagues will be investigating the human factors and related engineering issues associated with 
application of a small, inexpensive on-board tractor stability monitoring device developed in 
previous NEC work. At the beginning of NEC year 2, students have been recruited and the project 
team has begun work on an accelerated timeline to compensate for the loss of the initial year 
planned for this work. 
 
Education/Translation Core 
 

On-Line Tool for Designing Ventilation Systems to Reduce Manure Pit Entry Risk 
In 2012, project researchers conducted a survey of dairy and swine farms in U.S. states with the 
highest numbers of confined-space manure pits. The purpose of the survey was to identify current 
knowledge about and current use of properly designed manure pit ventilation systems. Baseline 
data have offered very helpful information for assessing the future success of design tools, such 
as engineering standards and on-line simulation programs. In addition to this survey, SolidWorks 
Flow Simulation software is being developed to adequately model and simulate the ventilation of 
confined-space manure pits. This software will allow researchers to develop a user-friendly 
on-line tool for designing manure pit ventilation systems, which will eliminate worker exposures to 
toxic and asphyxiating gases.   
 
Northeast Fisheries Winch Improvement Project  
Issues related to IRB delays and Dr. Dennerlein’s departure from Harvard have resulted in 
significant delays in this project.  After identification of this issue by the NEC evaluation team, 
NEC leadership has met repeatedly with Ms. Backus to assure progress. The initial steps of this 
project involve gathering of both interview and questionnaire data on current practices. 
Professional staff from the NIOSH Alaska Pacific Office and the NEC met with local fishing 
industry representatives in the fall of 2012 to organize the collection of baseline fishing safety data 
for Northeast fisheries. Considerable strides were made in the development of a survey 
instrument which incorporates the correct fishing terminology and data collection methods for 
gathering data on fishing practices and winch safety issues. This survey has since been piloted 
with the trawler fishing community to provide further improvements and subsequent changes 
have underscored the importance of involving ”the community” in fishing safety research efforts.  
The team has hired additional personnel to assist in moving the interview schedule forward and 
Ms. Backus predicts that by early summer they will be close to the original timeline.  Dr. 
Dennerlein will be actively engaged in this project as it enters the engineering phase. 
 

Evaluation Core 
 

Center Evaluation 
To date the NEC Evaluation Core has achieved four of its ten stated specific aims.  Five other 
specific aims are underway, but involve ongoing collection of data across the entire five-year 
cycle.  A remaining aim (#5  - “Assess impact of NEC scientific projects on target audiences using 
mixed methods approaches”) has not yet begun.  Most noteworthy accomplishments for the 
Evaluation Core: 1) clear logic models for the NEC and individual R01 projects have been fully 
developed; 2) tracking of all projects (outputs, impacts, and progress relative to timeline) is in 
place and ongoing; 3) this process has identified, two projects needing particular attention due to 
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changes in strategy or substantial deviation from the timeline.  In one case a new timeline has 
been devised by the PI that will catch the project up by the end of year 2.  In a second case, a new 
division of labor had been devised to assure data gathering in a timely fashion; 4) Evolution of 
collaboration and relationships between and among center staff/administration and extramural 
partners is ongoing using yearly social network analysis. 
 
NEC-Related Activities 

Though not supported as part of the 2011-2016 NEC funding, two other NIOSH funded projects 
are functioning as part of the overall NEC initiative and should be mentioned to more clearly 
describe the overall NEC effort at the New York Center for Agricultural Medicine and Health. 
 
Tractor Rollover Protection Social Marketing 
Though no longer funded with NEC dollars, the Northeast ROPS initiative continues to be active, 
in part with NIOSH R01 support. In NY, the project has continued to benefit from support by the 
NY legislature.  In 2012, the NY ROPS program passed the 1000 mark, insuring the safety of over 
1,000 previously at-risk farm families.  Follow up survey data has enabled NEC to identify at least 
14 cases in which fatalities or serious injuries have been prevented.  Economic analysis of this 
program demonstrates that it is clearly cost effective.   
 
Similar programs have also been established in PA, VT and NH.  These are progressing with 
variable success based upon local funding availability.  NEC has also been approached by 
Wisconsin, which will be using the NY ROPS project hotline and administrative resources to 
launch a WI ROPS project in February.  There is active interest in establishing ROPS programs in 
other states, as well.   
 

Generating Structural and Financial Support for Tractor Retrofitting Initiatives 
This new R21 research project will begin to address the issue of cost as it relates to the 
installation of rollover protective structures (ROPS) on unprotected tractors.  It involves identifying 
key stakeholders in a tractor rollover intervention effort.  To date key opinion leaders in this field 
have been identified and a social network map constructed, which notes the 
individuals/organizations with highest levels of interactivity and greatest access to financial and 
structural resources. Interviews have already been conducted with individuals at these 
organizations to assess ways in which both stakeholders and state-based retrofitting initiatives 
can develop mutually beneficial partnerships.  A very successful fall 2012 meeting with industry, 
Farm Bureau and other representatives affirmed broad support for a national ROPS initiative and 
willingness to form a committee to advance this goal. 
 
Published Papers-2012 
 
Carrabba J, Wyckoff S, Scribani M, Jenkins P, May J. Farm Safety Education in New York 
Mennonite Schools. (2012). J Agromed. 17(3):338-344. 
Fiske, T,  Farm Safety Research to Practice: The Long Road from the Lab to the Farm.  Accepted 
(Oct. 2012) J Agromed. Accepted November 2012.  
 
Hodge BD, Gaetano DE, Ackerman SA, Jastremski CA, Fulmer T. Nurses in Occupational 
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Practice in Agricultural and Rural Communities in New York State: Providing Health and Safety 
Education and Prevention Services. in Winters CA and Lee HJ. eds Rural Nursing : Concepts, 
Theory, and Practice, Fourth Ed., New York, NY: Springer Publishing Company, LLC. Part V 
Rural Public Health, Chapter 28. Anticipated publishing Feb 2013. 
 

Jenkins PL, Sorensen JA, Yoder A, Myers M, Murphy D, Cook G, Wright F, Bayes B, May JJ. 
(2012). Prominent Barriers and Key Motivators to Installing ROPS: An Analysis of Survey 
Responses from Pennsylvania and Vermont. J Agri Saf Health 18(2):103-112. 
 
May E, Scribani M, Wyckoff S, Bauer R, May J, Wyckoff L, Jenkins P. An Ergonomic Assessment 
of the Long Handle Blueberry Harvesting Rake. (2012). Am J Ind Med 55(11):1051-1029. 
 

Quandt SA, Schulz MR, Talton JW, Verma A, Arcury TA. (2012). Occupational Eye Injuries 
Experienced by Migrant Farmworkers. J Agromed 17(1):63-69.  
 
Sandberg JC, Grzywacz JG, Talton JW, Quandt SA, Chen H, Chatterjee AB, Arcury TA. (2012). A 
Cross-Sectional Exploration of Excessive Daytime Sleepiness, Depression, and Musculoskeletal 
Pain Among Migrant Farmworkers. J Agromed  17(1):70-80.  
 
Sorensen JA, Brewer DD, Wyckoff L, Horsman M, May JJ. Building Safety Partnerships Using 
Social Network Analysis. Social Marketing Quarterly. Submitted Fall 2012, Accepted Jan 2013. 
 
 
 
 


