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National Farm Safety and Health Week commemorates the hard work, diligence, and sacrifices of our nation’s farmers and ranchers.  The 2012 event marks the annual signing of this proclamation by a U.S. President, beginning with President Franklin Roosevelt in 1944.  This is a time for farm families to think about how you can make safety a priority on your farm.  National Safety Council statistics show that agriculture is still the most hazardous industry in the country in terms of work-related fatality rates.  Agriculture had the highest fatality rate at 26.9 deaths per 100,000 workers, which is significantly higher than the work-related fatality rate for all U.S. industries of 3.0 deaths per 100,000 workers in 2010 (NSC 2011).  The agricultural fatality rate increased 2% from 2009 (NSC 2011).
There are many unique aspects about agriculture that have lead to these alarming statistics.  Farm families and workers are exposed to a host of mechanical, chemical and environmental hazards every day that increase the risk of work-place injury or death. 

Farm Machinery: Large, heavy machinery is used on just about every type of farm.  In fact about half of the fatalities that occur to farmers are tractor-related incidents, with tractor rollovers being the single most common type of tractor fatality.  Other common types of tractor incidents include runovers and Power-Take-Off (PTO) entanglements.  All other types of farm machinery usually account for another 25% of farm work fatalities.

Elderly Farmers:  Another very unique aspect of agriculture is that many older farmers don’t retire.  These older farmers generally continue to work for as long as they are physically able.  In fact, the average age of US farmers is close to 60 years of age now.  While their strong work ethic is commendable, older farmers also experience high injury rates.  Older farmers may have to take medications, work with physical disabilities, have poorer eyesight, and slower reflexes.  All of these factors contribute to older farmers having a higher risk for work-related injuries.

Children:  There is no other industry where families live right in the middle of a busy, 24-7 workplace, but that has been the norm for agriculture.  Also, there is no other industry where children as young as 10 or even younger are performing work with large equipment, around large animals, or in dangerous environments.  There has been some improvement in this area. During the period of 1998-2009, the rate of youth injuries has fallen 59 percent, from 16.6 to 6.8 per 1,000 farms (includes all children who live on, visit, or are hired to work on farms). Injury rates calculated for just youth who live on farms also showed a significant decline, from 18.8 to 9.9 per 1,000 farms, or 47.3 percent, according to a scientific survey conducted by the USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service for the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH).
Lack of ROPS Equipped Tractors:  A majority of the work-related deaths that occur to farmers are from tractor rollovers.  ROPS (Rollover Protective Structures) protect the tractor operator in the event of a tractor rollover.  All tractors manufactured after 1985 come equipped with a ROPS and seatbelts.  Unfortunately, current research has found that approximately 40% of the tractors in the US are not equipped with ROPS.  ROPS are 99% effective if the operator wears the seatbelt.  Hundreds of lives could be saved each year if farmers had ROPS equipped tractors and wore the seatbelts when operating them.  To date, the New York State ROPS Rebate program has placed ROPS on over 1000 tractors in New York State.  This program has also expanded to New Hampshire, Vermont, and Pennsylvania.  For more information, call the ROPS Rebate program hotline at 1-877-ROPS-R4U (1-877-767-7748).
Hazardous Environmental Factors:  Weather, terrain, and atmospheric conditions all present risks to farmers.  To maintain profitability, farmers must work long hours in all types of weather and terrain conditions.  Floods, droughts, and other severe weather cause significant impacts to farms.  Many farmers may find it necessary to work at a full or part-time job off the farm which can further lead to fatigue.

Increased Risk for Motor Vehicle Crashes:  Road travel with farm machinery presents a serious occupational hazard for agricultural workers.  Thousands of roadway incidents occur each year between agricultural machinery and other motor vehicles.  Agricultural equipment tends to be large and moves slowly, usually less than 25 mph.  A hazard exists when fast moving traffic quickly approaches agricultural machinery traveling on roadways.  Proper lighting of machinery and use of SMV emblems help to reduce these hazards.

Health & Safety Regulations not Enforced on Small Farms: Federal safety and health regulations are not enforced on immediate family members, or on small farms (10 or less employees) because of special exemptions that are granted to agriculture.  Therefore, it is up to each small farm to make sure that they are providing a safe work environment for all the family members and workers at that farm.

Even with all of the associated hazards, agriculture is a great way of life and is filled with many rewards.  Take some time during National Farm Safety & Health week to celebrate, and think about ways to create a culture of safety on your farm.  The New York Center for Agricultural Medicine and Health (NYCAMH) wants to help your farm become a safe place for everyone who works or lives there.  NYCAMH has many programs available to help farms become safer places. For more information, visit our website at: www.nycamh.com, or contact Jim Carrabba, Agricultural Safety Specialist by calling (800) 343-7527 ext 239 or e-mailing jcarrabba@nycamh.com.  NYCAMH, a program of Bassett Healthcare, is enhancing agricultural and rural health by preventing and treating occupational injury and illness.
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