
Repetitive Strain Injury

Repetitive Strain Injury (RSI) is a serious condition that is painful and often debilitating. RSI is more a common farm injury than one may think particularly among fruit and vegetable pickers, graders and packers.

“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 yearlong campaign will be launched with Canadian Agricultural Safety Week (CASW), March 12 to18, 2008. The goal of this year’s campaign is to encourage farmers to think through their work and find ways 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). 

“There are many risks on farms that go unrecognized, however repetitive strain injury shouldn’t be one of them,” says Marcel Hacault, CASA Executive Director. “We know what causes RSI and how to prevent it, so what we really need to do is put that knowledge into practice to protect the health and safety of our farmers and farm workers.”

RSI is not one diagnosis, but rather an umbrella term for disorders such as Bursitis, Carpal Tunnel Syndrome, Tennis Elbow, Tendonitis, and Trigger Finger. Also known as Cumulative Trauma Disorder, RSI is caused by constantly repeated physical movements, awkward postures, and sustained force, among other risk factors. These repetitive motions damage the soft body tissues (tendons, cartilage, nerves, ligaments, and muscles) that are involved in producing the motion. 

RSI is not a condition that is age specific, however, it is most frequently found in adults of working age, with common symptoms being strains of the hands, wrists, arms, shoulders or neck. Several countries report an RSI incidence of 5-10%, although this could be as high as 40% in specific working populations. 

The good news is that RSI is preventable. Here are some tips for healthy moves in the workplace.

· Practice good posture. Anything that creates an awkward reach, position, or angle of the body can create problems. When sitting, standing or performing other activities for a considerable time, relax, move around and shift positions frequently. Sit with your back straight. Bring tools within easy reach to help create fewer awkward positions for your body. Take frequent breaks that allow you to adjust, stretch and relax your muscles.

· Stay warm and stretch. Keeping your body warm, including your hands is very important. Cold muscles are less flexible and much more susceptible to injury and strain from overuse.

· Use caution when lifting. Be sure that you are close to the object. Do not bend over to lift. Keep your back straight and lift with your leg muscles. Do not twist your body while lifting.

· Reduce your stress. Stress results in high blood pressure, restricted blood flow and muscle tension, all increasing your risk of RSI. Minimize stress by exercising three times a week for 30 minutes, stop smoking, and reduce your caffeine intake. 

· Listen to your body. Pain is your body’s way of telling you it is in trouble. Listen! Pain, if ignored, can result in reduction in your range of motion, restriction of activities and even surgery.

If you are experiencing any of the symptoms of RSI, go to your doctor or health provider. Don’t wait! A combination of early diagnosis and a few changes can reduce the damage to your body, minimize pain, and maximize the enjoyment you get from life. 

The CFA along with FCC, CASA, and AAFC want to remind Canadian farmers to “Manage more than just your back!” by taking these precautions to reduce the chance of RSI injury on your farm. 
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For more information call:

Theresa Whalen–Ruiter, CFA Farm Safety Coordinator

Tel: (613) 822-0016   E-mail:  farmsafety@cfafca.ca 
To download a copy of this article, visit web sites www.cfa-fca.ca or www.casa-acsa.ca
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