
Farm work in awkward positions…

The reaching, bending, twisting, pushing, pulling, lifting and carrying that farmers do everyday can be hard on their backs. 

“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). 

Approximately 15 per cent of agricultural-related injuries are back injuries – significantly higher than the national average, says Statistics Canada. Livestock operations, particularly beef, showed the highest incidents of injury followed by field crop farms, then greenhouse, nursery and floriculture operations.
“Cattle or horses can weigh 10 or 12 times more than a full grown man,” says Bob Friesen, CFA President. “To the animal it may seem like a little bump, tug, or uneven surface. However for the human on the receiving end of that bump, tug or step – it can mean a significant injury. And of course if the human is a child or older individual, then the injuries can be compounded even more.”

Another high risk activity is forward bending because the awkward posture puts significant stress on your back. Bending stretches the ligaments and muscles and can pull the joints of the back into unstable positions. Over time this posture can stretch the back part of the disc leading to damage. In this posture the over-stretched muscles of the back are less able to protect the ligaments, joints and discs.

Twisting jams the joints of the back together, while forcing others apart. Tight ligaments and muscles can be pulled excessively. The outer casing of the discs can be damaged by constant twisting forces. Lifting while bending forward or twisting or carrying a heavy load can damage your back. Lifting also becomes a risk if the back is not positioned or moved properly with the load. 

There are several ways to reduce the stress on the back when working.

Planning: Take a moment to think through your job, equipment, and procedures. Reorganize the way you do it so that you can reduce the weights you lift, distance you carry a load, amount you twist, and the frequency of lifting. 

Use your body correctly to do the job: When lifting, stand with your feet shoulder width apart and position them prior to lifting to reduce twisting. Keep your back straight, the load close to the body, and use your leg muscles to do the lifting. Don’t lift beyond your safe limit. Get help!

Remove slip and trip hazards: Many safety risks can be avoided by simply keeping floors and passageways free of obstacles and debris. Cleared allies also allow the use of wheelbarrows, carts and dollies to move heavy materials. 

Raise the work off the floor: Whenever possible, set up a work area that is raised off the floor to a level that is safe and comfortable. 

Take care of your back by stretching and exercising regularly. Do a few warm-ups before you get started on a job, then stand up and do a back bend at least every hour. If you stand for long periods, or work overhead, squat or bend the spine from time to time. 

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 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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