“I did everything right – but this time it happened to me”

The Francois Bérard Story

by Theresa Whalen-Ruiter

CFA Farm Safety Coordinator

It was a beautiful fall morning in October 1993 when Francois Bérard, then 36, was planning the workday with his brothers Clement and Martin. The brothers were partners in Ferme Joliet near Joliette, Quebec, where they milked 55 Holsteins and cash cropped 450 acres of corn, soybeans and hay. The corn yields were looking good, but as every farmer knows, it’s what is in the bin that counts, not what’s in the field.

In preparation for the grain corn harvest Francois had done all the usual maintenance on the equipment the day before – oil, grease, guards in place, and safety chains secured on both the tongue-hitch for towing and to secure the gravity box to the wagon axle. 

As Francois started unloading the first load of the day he ran into a problem. The corn was bridging in the wagon. To remedy the problem, Francois climbed up the wagon to break-up the bridging corn and get it flowing into the gravity shoot. All of a sudden, the wagon flipped upside down! 

“I remember I was covered with corn and the upper edge of the gravity box was across my back at waist level,” recalls Bérard. “I thought to myself, ‘I really did it bad this time!’”

Apparently the bridging corn had made the wagon top-heavy and when Francois got up on the gravity box his weight upset the balance and the box toppled off the axle, leaving the wagon axle and tongue still attached to the tractor. Unfortunately, the safety chains that were used to secure the gravity box to the axle were not strong enough to hold the load.

Francois’ brother Martin, who was just finishing milking, saw the gravity box upset and went to see what was going on. Martin immediately called 911, then got the front-end loader tractor to lift the gravity box off Francois. The ambulance arrived in about 20 minutes and took Francois to the Joliette Hospital 8 km away. From there he was transported to Sascré Coeur Hospital in Montreal where they were better able to care for his injuries.

“When I woke up, it was three weeks later,” said Francois. “I remember looking out the window and seeing the first snow of winter and wondering ‘What will happen to me now that I can’t move my legs?’” 

Francois’ injuries included a ruptured pancreas and liver, and severe spinal damage from where the rim of the gravity box had landed across his back. Two surgeries were followed by physiotherapy and Francois’ long road to recovery would include learning how to live in a wheelchair.

Francois has shared his story as part of this year’s Canadian Agricultural Safety Week (CASW) campaign, March 14-20, 2007. The theme, “Protect your moving parts!” emphasizes the dangers of crushes, pinch points, entanglements, and the importance of guarding. CASW is delivered by the Canadian Federation of Agriculture (CFA) and Canadian Agricultural Safety Association (CASA) through the generous support of Farm Credit Canada (FCC) and Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada. More information is available at www.casa-acsa.ca and www.cfa-fca.ca .

“Farm-related incidents are almost always the results of a series of little things that are not much on their own, but when put altogether create a significant safety hazard,” explains Glen Blahey, CASA Chair. “Some of these things we have control over and others we don’t. With some of these factors we can predict what might happen, and with others we can’t. That’s why it is so important to think things through and control all the risks that you can – because that still leaves all kinds of risks out there that you’ll have no control over.”

“I don’t think I could have prevented my accident,” reflects Francois. “The gravity box was on a level cement pad and the day before I had used a good chain to secure the gravity box to the axle. Most farmers never put chains on the box to the axle – and nothing happens, but this time it happened to me.”

Francois was fortunate that his family knew what to do in the case of an emergency. Nine-one-one was called right away. The immediate danger of the wagon was removed and he was not moved until the ambulance arrived. Knowing what to do in the case of an emergency can make the difference between life and death. Every farm should have at least two people certified in First Aid and Cardio Pulmonary Resuscitation (CPR).

By December 15th, Francois was well enough to be transferred to the Joliette Hospital for the holiday season where two of his sisters were nurses and he was much closer to his family and friends. Early in the new year he was moved to the Montreal Rehabilitation Institute and it was here that he met Claude Daigneault and first learned of a group called Canadian Farmer’s With Disabilities.

“It was good to know that I wasn’t alone and I really appreciated the support of the Canadian Farmers With Disabilities,” recalls Francois. “Claude had told me about his car crash and how his life had changed since living with a wheelchair. It was also Claude who told me about something called a freedom lift.”

A freedom lift is a wheelchair hoist that can go as high as 8 feet. Seven months after the incident, Francois returned home and soon after got himself a freedom lift. The specialized hoist enables Francois to get in and out of the tractors by himself and he is pleased to do most of the fieldwork for the farm business. He also does all the welding and machine repairs that he can reach or that can be brought to his workbench. 

“If I am going to live in a wheelchair then I want to be able to do as much as I can,” is now Francois’ philosophy on life. 
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For more information call:

Theresa Whalen–Ruiter, CFA Farm Safety Coordinator

Tel/Fax: (613) 731-7321   E-mail:  farmsafety@cfafca.ca 
To download a copy of this article visit web sites www.cfa-fca.ca or www.casa-acsa.ca
Photos are available on request.
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