
Lifting – Use your brains not your back

Lower back disorders are among the most serious and costly types of musculoskeletal injuries in the workplace. It is estimated that claims associated with back pain cost more than twice the average claim. Yet in many industries, including farming, workers are expected to do work that requires high-risk activities. 

“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 campaign’s goal is to encourage agricultural producers 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). 

In agricultural work, activities that contribute to lower back disorders include heavy lifting, carrying, forward bending, kneeling, repetitive motions, prolonged driving of such vehicles as tractors, trucks, and other farm equipment that cause whole body vibration, and excessively fast-paced work, among others. Musculoskeletal conditions are the most commonly reported ailments among farm workers and managers. In the U.S., studies have documented that farm workers have a higher prevalence of arthritis than do white collar, blue collar, service and all other workers combined. 

In Canada, the leading types of agricultural-related injuries are strains and sprains. This type of injury is most frequently caused by manual overexertion followed by animal-related incidents, machine-related overexertion, and falls. These four causes account for 84 per cent of all strains and sprains injuries sustained in agricultural work, says a study by the Canadian Agricultural Injury Surveillance Program (CAISP).

“Once high-risk activities are recognized, then steps can be taken to prevent or control the occurrence and severity of back disorders in agriculture,” explains Marcel Hacault, CASA Executive Director. “Many of these disorders can be prevented through design considerations of the work environment, redesign of tools, and appropriate worker training.”

Consider the following: 

Job Design 

Although no single lifting technique is best for all situations, there are basic guidelines that will be helpful in most instances:

· Make loads as compact and light as possible.

· Only lift loads that can be handled safely. Get help if necessary. 

· When lifting and lowering, get a good grip on the object and keep it close to the body. Place your feet close to the load and lift slowly, smoothly, and mostly by straightening the legs. Even relatively light loads lifted away from the body can create injurious stress levels on the spine.

· Lifting and lowering should be restricted to the range between shoulder height and your hips.

· Minimize reaching forward for an object. Do not lift or lower with the arms extended.

· While lifting, always rotate the body by moving the feet, rather than twisting or bending the trunk.

· Avoid repetitive lifting – alternate the task with other tasks.

· Use mechanical assistance – lift tables, hoists, and conveyors – whenever possible.

· Reduce whole body vibration by driving vehicles with suspension seats that have appropriated vibration-damping characteristics.

· Use motor vehicles with good seat position and lumbar support.

· Maintain flexibility in the workplace to accommodate people of different sizes and shapes.

Education and training

· Learn how to lift properly and ensure all workers are also trained.

· Studies suggest back strength and overall fitness may be associated with a lower risk for developing acute back pain.

Job placement

· Identify appropriate jobs for people with various physical capabilities. 

Professional medical care

· Medical evaluation is especially important for anyone who is at increased risk for developing lower back pain or who already experiences back pain.

· Medical treatment and rehabilitation, along with job modification, may enable people with mild back pain to continue working.

The CFA along with FCC, CASA, and AAFC want to remind Canadian agricultural producers to “Manage more than just your back!” by taking these precautions to reduce the chance of back 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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