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tuesday, february 26, 2008  |  12:00 pm to 1:00 pm
papaschase room  |  faculty club  |  11435 saskatchwan drive

To register, please call Sheila at 492.1525 before Friday, February 22.
Please note that space is limited and attendance is on a first-come, first-served basis. 

Dr Samarasekera invites students to join her for lunch and a 
roundtable discussion on topics of interest to you.
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Injuries caused the death of over 
1500 Albertans last year, and now 
a University of Alberta researcher 
is advocating for the creation of an 
endowment to drastically reduce that 
number.

Dr Louis Francescutti, who also 
works as an emergency physician at 
the Royal Alexandra Hospital, began 
his campaign to make Alberta safer 
after seeing first-hand the suffering 
caused by preventable injuries.

“If you look at the 35 000 students 
we have at the University, the lead-
ing cause of death for them is injury, 
exceeding all other diseases com-
bined,” Francescutti said. “Car crashes, 
drowning, suicide, assault, rape, those 
are all known as injuries. We have a 
tendency of referring to these things 
as accidents. If you keep referring to 
these things as accidents, you develop 
this notion that there’s not much you 
can do about it.”

Francescutti has made it his mission 
to convince the public these tragedies 
aren’t accidents, and he believes a pro-
vincial fund would go a long way in 
improving the epidemic.

“We should be the ones to set the 
example for the rest of the world to 
follow,” he argued. “If we were to put 
$500 million in an endowment, that 

would generate about $50–$60 mil-
lion a year that we could use to start 
tackling the problem.”

Francescutti believes that aside from 
extending lives and improving safety, 
a successful allocation of the endow-
ment would have economic payoffs 
for the province as well.

“If we could reduce unintentional 
injuries by 50 per cent, we would 
free up enough money to pay for the 
tuition of every post-secondary stu-
dent in Alberta for three years [of their 
degree],” he said.

Reduced pressure on the health-
care system, he said, “would free up 
an enormous amount of resources 
[...] that we could put towards global 
warming initiatives, figuring how to 
make the tarsands more environmen-
tally friendly, solving housing issues. 
It’s a ripple effect.”

The fund, which would be guided 
by an international panel of experts, 
would target areas of risk with public 
awareness of injury campaigns, 
better traffic surveillance systems, 
recreational and occupational injury, 
and suicide and violence prevention 
programs, among other strategies, 
Francescutti explained.

“You’ve got to bring many dis-
ciplines together to try innovative 
things,” he said.

Francescutti credits petroleum 
companies for identifying injury as 

a major issue and using considerable 
resources to make the industry safer 
in recent years. But, he noted, poor 
safety practices in the most statistically 
dangerous workplaces—agriculture, 
forestry, mining, and construction—
cause hundreds of injuries a year.

The Workers’ Compensation Board 
reported a significant increase in occu-
pational fatalities over the last year. 
154 people were killed on the job in 
2007, compared to 124 in 2006.

But Francescutti said the deaths 

are only a symptom of a much larger 
problem: a poor conception of injury 
in the province.

“If it bleeds, it leads,” he said. “If 
every day on the newspaper’s front 
page it’s fires, poisonings, or a build-
ing blows up, or some dog mauls a kid, 
somebody drowns, we think, ‘That’s 
life.’ Well, it’s not life. The first hurdle 
is you’ve got to convince people that’s 
not normal.”

Popular trends such as cell phone 
use while driving have convinced 

Francescutti that younger Albertans 
aren’t aware of the consequences of 
injury.

“What’s really sad is that these people 
are previously perfectly healthy, and 
then they’re either perfectly dead or 
permanently disabled. Cancer, diabe-
tes, heart disease take time to manifest 
themselves,” he said. “This is the last 
public health epidemic that’s before 
us, and this one is solvable.

“To do nothing would be negli-
gence on a criminal level.”

$500 million needed to reduce injuries—U of A researcher
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 HEADS UP Dr Francescutti wants funding put towards raising public awareness of common injury-causing activities.


