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The state’s high rate
of oil field deaths fuels
a fight for greater
accountability by
petroleum companies.

D#EDEE CORRELL
REPOETING FROM. -
RIVERTON, WYO. .

. Like alot of other bays from
his high school, John Vincent
went to work in Wyoming's ol
fields the day after graduation,
hauling' mud, unteading pipe
and erecting rigs. .

One winter night, the older
roughnecks sent him out into
the cold to clean up atter a drill-
ing fliid accident. “I was flop-
ping around in the wind and
mud, and that’s when Ithought
maybe my mother was right
and school wasn't such a bad
idea,” he said. :

vincent went on to college
and eventually law school. He
never went far from Riverton,
though, and today serves as
mayor of this ¢ity of 12;000. And
he has never gotten any dis-
tance from the realities of life
for Riverton folks who mine the
energy-rich yellow plains of
central Wyorning. )

The nelghbor's son who was
crushed by a collapsing oil rig.
The woman from his church
whose brother slipped from a
rig platform and was strangied
with his own harness. The boy

he coached in baseball who cra-
dled another roughneck as the
man — struck by a piece of
equiprent — bled to death.
Wyoming has drawn na-
tional atiention in recent years
for the perils of its work
Thougt an oil field is a danger-
ous place — federal statistics
show the death rate for oil in-
dustry workers is four times
higher than for other' occupa-
tions — it's particularly danger-
ous here, where roughnecks die
ab a higher rate than in other
oil- and gas-producing states,
aceording to the National Insti-

tute for Occupational Safely

and Health.”

For the last decade, Wyo-
ming ceurts have made it in-
creasingly difficult to hold oil
and gas operators liable for
negligence that causes injuries
or deaths on their job sites, rul-
ing that they owe no “duty of
care” to the roughnecks who
work there.

Vincent has launched a
fight to change that. It's a fight
that 'pits him against the
state’s and his town's most im-
portant industry. He mar-
shaled his friends and hired his
own.lobbyist to work in the
state capital fourhours away.

“1t {hie pétroleum associa-
tion or Engana or BP can have
alobbyist,*he sald, “why can't I
have a lobbyist. whe works for
me and my roughneck
friends?™

While some in Riverton qui-
etly cheer him on, others woen-
der whether his efforts might

cking a Wyoming industry
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HAZARDOUS FIELD: An oil well in Wyoming, where courts have held that petroleum

firms owe “no duty of care” to the roughnecks who work for independent contractors.
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underﬁxjne the industry at a-

crucial time. One oil industry
representative charges that
Vincent, as a civil trial attorney,
has a personal motive,

“He wants to make money,”

said Bruce Hinchey, president
of the Petroleum Assn. of Wyo-
ming.

Jim Davis, ‘'who serves on
the Riverton City Council and
has nown Vincent all his life,
disagrees, “Yeah, he’s a lawyer,
but I think it’s geruine on his
part,” Davis said.

In Riverton, people see Vin-
cent — a lone Democrat among
Republicans — as a fair man,
which is why he's twice been
elected mayor, said Davis, who
also heads the chamber of com-
meree. A few have grumbled
about what Vincent's foray into
state politics might cost the
town, but many others, includ-
ing Davis, don't think there’s
muech to worry about. *The ma-
jor ofl companies are pretty
bulletproof,” he said.

Vincent shrugs off any con-
cerns ghout fallout for River-
ton, though he adds, chuckling:
“I don't want to get them too
mad at me,” he said of one oil
company. “They're thinking
about bullding an office bu:ld-
ing here.”

Aportly, balding 60-year-old
who seldom wears anything
more formal than a sweat suit,
even at council meetings, Vin-
cent is nevertheless white-col-
lar in a town of maostly blue-cot-
lar work.

“But I have a lot more in
common with them than the
dudes who play golf at the golf

‘course,” he said,

+ When workers are hurt or
kilted, they or their survivors
have little recourse other than
to accept workers’ compensa-
tion payments offered by the
state. Like other states, Wyo-
ming doesn’t permit them to
sue their employers, who p4
Into the state's workers’ co -1
pensation fund.

The issue now is whether in-
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He is leading an effort to
hold oil and gas operators
liable for negligence.

jured workers ought to be able
to sue third parties, Rough-

necks don't work directly for

the ofl companies, but rather
for independent contractors
hired by those companies.
Until a decade ago, Vincent
sald, it was possibie to sue the
operators. themselves. Wyo-
ming eourts routinely held that
owners who maintained con-
trol overtheir work sites owed a
“duty of reasonable care” to the
employees of their contractors.
That changed in the '90s,
when courts began applying a
new standard: To make a case
against an operator, an injured

- worker had to prove they main-
" tained “pervasive” control over

the site. Since the shift — which
Vincent attributes to increas-
ingly conservative polities — no
one has succeeded, he said.

Bui he and others say op-
erators exert considerable in-
fluence on their sites, with a
“company man” there to over-
see operations.

Vincent took the ease of Le-
Roy Fried, who was killed in
2004 when a bearn collapsed on
him. A judge promptly dis-
missed the case, citing the Wy-
oming Supreme Court’s re-

peated rejection of attempts to
hold operators liable.
It gnawed at Vincent, espe-

- cially when he thought about

Fried’s grandchildren. “These
little kids will never know their
grandpa,” Vincent said. “And
for no reason. It drove me
nuts.”

He hired a lobbyist and per-
suaded state Rep. Keith Gin-
gery to sponsor a bill asserting
that operators owe a duty of
care to their contractors’ em-
ployees,

Last month, the. two sides
met at a hearing before the
House judiciary commitiee in
Cheyenne, the capital.

Fried’s widow, Cheryl, de-
scribed her husband’s death.
Others testiflied about their
concerns that the bill could cre-
ate liability for anyone who
hired a contractor.

The committee rejected the
bill, 5 to 4. Vincent's group re-
turned to Riverton, deflated.

Legislators are concerned

‘about, safety, sald state Rep.

Mary Throne, a Democrat from
Chevenne who voted against
the bill. “It appears we have
safety records we shouldn't be
proud of,” she said, but the hill
didn't change that.

Instead it created a method
for “people looking for an op-
portunity to sue a deep
pocket,” said Republican Rep.
John Patton.

The fight appeared over.
But last week, as the Legisla-
ture ended its session, news
arrived from Cheyenne: Law-
makers had decided the issue
deserved another look and or-
dered several studies to be con-
ducted later this year.

“The issue didn’t die,” said
Throne, who credited Vmcent
and the families.

In Riverton, Vincent quietly
celebrated. “We have a chance
now,” he said. “We have to make
our case, and that's all we're
asking for.”

Correll writes for The Times.




