“I was lucky to have lived to learn my lesson.”
The Ted Brouwer Story

By Theresa Whalen-Ruiter

CFA Farm Safety Coordinator

It was a beautiful summer day in July 2004 as Ted Brouwer, then 78, set about his work on his five-acre vineyard nestled near the village Oliver in British Columbia’s Okanagan Valley. His 350 Massey Ferguson tractor, circa 1965, had a low battery and wasn’t starting well. After several tries he was pleased it started and continued his task of taking the weekly garbage out for pick-up using a standard size fruit bin on a rear mounted 3-point hitch fork attachment. The battery was yet another job for the ‘To Do List’, but for now he had to get the garbage out to the road before the truck came.

“I didn’t want to turn the tractor off in case it wouldn’t start again, so I thought I’d just leave it idling in neutral while I unloaded the garbage. The last thing I remember as I dismounted the tractor was my foot touching the ground,” recalls Ted.

As the story that was later pieced together indicates – when Ted stepped off the tractor, the tractor rolled forward knocking him face down with the right rear wheel coming to stop lodged atop the middle of his back. 

Fortunately for Ted, a neighbour came by moments later and found him unconscious, turning blue, and bleeding from his nose. Surmising what happened, the neighbour called 9-1-1 and summoned another neighbour to help roll the tractor off Ted. When the ambulance arrived, an emergency room nurse who lived close by came to help and accompanied Ted to the hospital in Oliver. The Oliver hospital intubated Ted and immediately transferred him to the hospital in Kelowna, 125 km away. 

“Apparently the doctor that came with me in the ambulance never thought I would live past the next town let alone make it to the hospital in Kelowna,” said Ted.

It was four days before Ted regained consciousness. “My first thought was ‘How in the hell did I get here?’,” recalls Ted. His crush injuries included severe internal bleeding in his right leg and his pelvis was cracked in four places. Miraculously, there was no brain or organ damage. After a few days Ted was transferred to Penticton Hospital intensive care unit where he stabilized and was then transferred back to the hospital in Oliver, closer to home, to begin the long road to recovery which would include learning to walk again. It was September 11th before Ted was discharged from hospital to continue his physiotherapy as an outpatient.

Ted 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 .

“Being run over by agricultural machinery, usually a tractor, is a common pattern of injury in agricultural workers and operators,” explains Glen Blahey, CASA Chair. “Tractor runovers account for 11 per cent of farm fatalities and eight per cent of injuries requiring hospitalization. That means that on average, 15 people are killed and 80 more are hospitalized in Canada each year as a result of being run over by a tractor.”

“I was always very careful and made it a habit to turn off the tractor and place it in gear before dismounting so that this very thing wouldn’t happen. But that one time…  because the tractor wasn’t starting well… I thought it would be okay to just leave it idling,” reflects Ted. “It just goes to show that when we become complacent – things happen. This was totally avoidable and preventable.”

“When I was the general manager of a 264-acre vineyard for the Inkameep First Nations, we had 14 tractors and if a workers drove too fast or did some other unsafe practice with machinery – I would send him back to the ground crew – no fooling around! So I knew I should have turned the tractor off.”

“The lesson here is that it is better to be an hour late at work than an hour early to the hospital,” concludes Brouwer. “I’m lucky I can walk and drive [a tractor] today – but I make damn sure I turn the thing off before dismounting! I was lucky to have lived to learn my lesson.” 
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