Farm Safety: “We think we are invincible, but we’re not.”

by Theresa Whalen-Ruiter

CFA Farm Safety Coordinator

“Manage more than just your back!” is the theme of this year’s Canadian Agricultural Safety campaign with a focus on sprains, strains and falls. The year long campaign will be launched with Canadian Agricultural Safety Week (CASW), March 12 to18, 2008. The campaign’s goal is to encourage farmers to think through their work to reduce the risk of sprains, strains and falls. The CASW campaign is delivered by the Canadian Federation of Agriculture (CFA) and Canadian Agricultural Safety Association (CASA) in partnership with Farm Credit Canada (FCC) and Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC). For more information on Canadian Agricultural Safety Week visit www.casa-acsa.ca .

“Agriculture is a high risk business. That is an unfortunate truth,” says Bruce Johnson, CASA Chair. “There are so many hazards that cannot be prevented, that it is imperative that we prevent all the predictable risks that we can.”

The variety of work experienced each day is part of the lure of farm life. However, the ever changing demands of farming creates risks that can change your life in a heart beat – as happened to Marjorie LaBrash, a spokesperson for this year’s CASW campaign.

Marjorie has been a life long cattlewoman. She was raised on a dairy farm and then married a farmer and became a partner in mixed farm with commercial cattle near Bruno, Saskatchewan.

The afternoon of August 16th, 2006, was going well for Marjorie.  Her husband Tony and their son Kelly were swathing and she was going to feed the few cattle still in the feedlot. She moved the cattle out of the feeding area, closed the gate, and set out the feed. As she opened the gate to let the cattle back in, they pushed up against the gate. Marjorie felt the impact but did not fall. Marjorie recalls, “I guess I had each hand on a rung of the 16 foot gate. At the time, I didn’t think much of it. It didn’t seem like much of an incident.” Marjorie returned to the house and continued her day making supper and delivering it to the field. Not feeling particularly well, Marjorie went to bed early. When she awoke in the middle of the night with excruciating pain in her arms and shoulders, she realized something was terribly wrong.

Marjorie’s husband took her to the doctor in Saskatoon the next day. The doctor examined her arm movements and thought her shoulders were just strained and would mend in time. Marjorie returned home but was unable to do anything because of pain and swelling. After three days of suffering, Marjorie’s daughter and son-in-law came to check on her and insisted on taking her to St. Paul’s Hospital in Saskatoon.

Once there she spent the night in emergency getting x-rays and had a CAT scan the next morning. It was discovered the impact of the cattle pushing on the gate had severely damaged the bones of both upper arms, smashed her right shoulder socket, tore the rotator cuff in Marjorie’s right shoulder, and  fractured her left shoulder socket in four places.

Marjorie was immediately sent for surgery where they removed the bones of both upper arms, replacing them with titanium rods that were attached into the remaining bone and bone marrow. Since both of her upper arms were replaced above the elbow, Marjorie has natural elbows, which offer greater movement potential than artificial. Her right shoulder socket was replaced with an artificial one while her left shoulder socket was left to heal on its own. Doctors could not predict how long it would take Marjorie to heal and recover due to the risk of infection, retained bone fragments, and the fact that this type of surgery is rarely done on both shoulders at once. 

After 27 days in hospital, Marjorie returned home for six weeks to await admission to the Rehabilitation Ward for physiotherapy. Marjorie was discharged in December but continued physiotherapy as an outpatient three times a week until June 2007. As she was unable to drive during this time, she had to be driven to and from every appointment, and like many agricultural producers, the LaBrash’s had no medical or accident insurance.

“Looking back there were a few lessons to be learned,” reflects Marjorie. “First, you have to take the lead in your own health care. Your health is everything, so get yourself properly checked out immediately following any incident – even if the sprain, strain or fall seemed minor. Secondly, everyone on a farm – including farmwomen, children and employees – should be taught the basics in livestock handling. Once a person knows how cattle think and act in certain situations, they are more aware of the safety concerns. And finally, every farmwoman should carry accident and disability insurance. The amount and type of coverage would depend on each person’s situation, however it should be recognized that many farmwomen are responsible for the support work that is vital to the farm’s operations, and that shouldn’t be underestimated.”

Marjorie’s recovery from the incident and surgery continues to this day. Marjorie still can’t raise her hands above her head and functions with about 60 per cent of normal movement. 

“It’s harder to watch your family learning to cope with you than learning to cope yourself. An injury affects the whole family and the whole farm and you don’t realize how far reaching it is. I guess I’ll just have to accept my new limitations,” concedes Marjorie. “My family hardly know what to do with me. I was so independent before, but now I need help with so many things – and I hate asking for help. It’s like, Mom – the heart of the family – can’t do what she used to do. We think we are invincible, but we’re not.” 

Livestock, particularly beef, are the most frequent cause of farm-related fractures, sprains and strains, and dislocation injuries in Canada. This is followed by field crop production, then greenhouses, and nursery or floriculture operations as the top four causes of agricultural injuries, determined a study by the Canadian Agricultural Injury Surveillance Program, 1990-2000.
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