A Safety Program
That Works

These Kansas farm families know what it takes to stay alive.

Whilc more than 1,000 people were
dying in farm accidents during the
1988 season, Kansas farmers in Sedg-
wick and Harvey counties were busy
living. They harvested their wheat,
plowed their milo fields. and put up
hay for the winter.

They did the same jobs in 1989,
and again, no one died doing them,
So far this year, those counties still
hold a zero farm fatality record for
(WO years running,

You go to an area like this with
images of neat-as-a-pin, hazard-free
farms in mind. You imagine that
these people must be extremely
sifety conscious. You see an expan-
sive sky, and acres and acres of wav-
ing wheat bordering the roadsides,
There is a lush quiet along the miles
of county roads. People are friendly
and unpretentious. And they all have
at least one horror story.

Someone’s father lost an eye, a
thumb, and a finger —in three differ-
ent farm accidents, Someone's child
is missing a hand, thanks to an un-
guarded chain. The list goes on.

The blood and tears have given
birth to awareness. And in some
cases that awareness has motivated
farmers in the area.

Lynn Buerki of Sedgwick County
is onc example. He used to pay his
son and two daughters for work done
around the farm. At 14, his son cut
off three fingers trying to adjust a
belt on a mower.

A quick trip to the hospital with
the fingers in a glass of cold water
saved two of them. But Buerki still
brings up the episode when he's
asked about his reasons for being
safety chairman for six years for the
Sedgwick County Farm Bureau.

“To this day, I feel that was some-
how my fault,” Buerki says. "It hap-
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pened 15 years ago, but 1 still think
about it. What could I have done that
would have made a difference?”

Educating Responders

Part of the answer to that question
scems to have come in the form of an
annual safety day Buerki champions.
Following the lead of another local
farmer, Bruce Ott, Buerki has made
the day an annual event.

The goal was to reach farmers, as
well as emergency personnel, with
safety information. When a large
percentage of attendees ended up
being from the county's emergency
forces, the emphasis swung to them

Many, Buerki says, had no idea
how to turn off a tractor. They didn't
kKnow the dangers of anhydrous am-
moma, nor did they understand how
to avoid becoming victims of their
OWn rescue attempts,

Now, every spring, about 150
members of the Sedgwick emergency
medical service (EMS), fire depart-
ment, sheriff's department, and Kan-
sas highway patrol attend the
on-farm demonstrations. They free
scarecrow-like “victims” from over-
turned tractors, combines, and hay
balers, When the “victim's" overall
physical state dictates, they hurriedly
carry him to a nearby Lifewatch heli-
copter for air transport to Wesley
Medical Center.

Assistant Chief Larry Masters has
been with the fire department for 24
years. He says the program points
out to rescuers how different farm
accidents are from auto acadents.

*“The equipment is much heavier,
and it works differently,” he says.
“Also, we learn that we may have to
rely on a farmer, and that toolbox he
has in the shed, to get a victim out.
We don't always have the tools to

e

work with this size equipment.”

An mcentive for the emergency
personnel to attend Buerki's training
day is six credit hours carned. Emer-
gency personnel must attain 40 credit
hours each year 10 keep practicing.
These credit hours mostly come in
the form of classes or seminars,

Unfortunately, an incentive for
arca farmers has been harder to find,
Buerki, who was named Kansas
Farm Burcau Man of the Year in
1988 and received the bureau's Na-
tional Safety Award at the 1989 con-
vention, says the situation led him to
try a new approach last year.

"“We started an annual get-to-
gether here in September for farm-
ers,” Buerki says. “Everyone was
invited. We had a barbecue and a
local band right here at the farm.
And instead of us doing a program
for EMS, they did a program for the
farm families on safety and emer-
gency care.”

Abandoned Wells Targeted
Safety in Sedgwick County has a

long-range view too. Teresa Ou, a

member of the Kansas Farm Bu-
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(Left) Nearly 150 emergency responders
pariicipate in Sedgwick Coumty's anncal
emergency training seminar, They practice
freeing accident “'victims™ and getting them
the necessary first aid. A Lifewatch helicoprer
&5 used 10 transport “'victims™ to Wesley
Medical Center.

(Below) Lynn Buerki, Sedgwick Counry's
safety chairman, says farmers are “so familiar
with thelr equipment thar many times safery

is forgotten or simply nov considered.*
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reau’s Natural and Environmental
Resources (NER) group, focuses her
energies on water safety. Goals in-
clude the closing of abandoned wells
and monitoring of the area’s water.
Ott, who farms with her husband,
Bruce, says groundwater and well
safety are too close to home for pro-
ducers to ignore. NER has made
water-testing Kits available across the
state. Information provided by the
tests is compiled and used to keep
track of nitrate and chemical levels.
As for abandoned wells, Ot ex-
plains that a five-year-old can easily
slip through a section of 10-inch PVC
pipe and into a well. Landowners are
responsible under Kansas law for
plugging these wells. They are liable
for injury or water contamination oc-
curring when that is not done.
Estimates for the state indicate
that nearly a quarter of a million
abandoned wells exist in Kansas.

H.O.T. Training for
Teenagers

Harvey County, adjacent to Sedg-
wick County, has a safety program
that rallies around Ray Dilts. Reach-
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ing vouths and their families in the
community is important to Dilts, who
has two sons, Mark, 8, and Brad, 10.

Like Buerki, Dilts became a safety
leader after a farm accident touched
his family. Carol, Ray’s wife, was
helping with artichoke harvest in
February 1984 when her glove caught
in an unguarded chain on the digger.

Ray remembers that “‘someone
screamed. And to this day I don’t
know whether I hit the pto [power-
take-off] lever or the clutch,

“But Carol had laid her hand on a
roller chain, It took off three fingers
and had started winding her coat up
into it. It ended up pulling her head
in. Looking back, we were a second
or so away from scalping her. Luck-
ily, the machine was fully loaded, so
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when it lost power it stopped
quickly.™

Dilts became safety chairman in
1986. And, having two young boys,
he is interested in safety from their
perspective. Although Brad and
Mark help around the farm, Dilts
says their responsibilities are limited.
For example, they mow the lawn and
run some of the smaller tractors.

“I wouldn't let them on the tractor
alone until they could push the clutch
and the brakes and stop it. That's the
first thing,"” Dilts says.

**As to when children are ready for
that kind of responsibility, [ think it
varies. My boys have grown up
around machinery. I've tried to make
them aware. But every Kid is differ-
ent. It's a judgment call.”

He adds that a big part of safe
tractor operation lies in understand-
ing the machine and in knowing the
right way to do jobs,

Dilts emphasizes this in a video
presented to 14- and 15-year-olds
going through the area’s hazardous
occupational training (HOT) classes.
These classes and a certificate show-
ing attendance are required for
youths who look for a part-time or
summer job driving a tractor on
farms in the area,

Jared Parker, 16, received his cer-
tification two years ago. A “city kid"”
from the town of Sedgwick, Kans.,
Parker knew nothing about farm ma-
chinery before HOT. Now he helps
part time on Dilts’s farm.

“Those classes taught me how to

Could a Rescue
Team Save Your
Life?

“By the time they missed him,
nothing was showing above the
beans in the bin but one hand,”
recalls Marc Perry, a Georgia
emergency medical technician
(EMT).

This gruesome story gets better
when he explains that, thanks to
an Extension class he had taken,
the rescuers knew just what to do.

“The people who found him had
dug the beans out from around the
victim's face so he could breath.
He was down in the center of the
bin, and it was like a funnel. Every
time he moved, the beans closed
in. His breathing was diminishing.
We put him on oxygen and used a
technique we learned in the class.

“We took an ax and cut half-
moon shapes in the bin, and tore
those out with a hydraulic tool. It
took us maybe 10 minutes to make
15 holes around the bin, at a 7-foot
level. We probably dropped
10,000 bushels of beans in less
than 10 minutes this way.”

As the level of the beans
dropped. the rescuers continued
trying to pull the man out. *'I
wouldn't have belicved we

couldn't move him if I hadn't seen
it myself,” Perry says, “Between
the four of us, we could lift 400 to
500 pounds. But we weren’t budg-
ing him, not until the beans got
below his knees.™

It is respect for situations like
this, as well as for farm equipment
and chemicals, that Lonnie Varne-
doe trnies to teach in a one-day
course for EMT’s. He is a Georgia
Extension community develop-
ment specialist, The course is of-
fered several times a year in
counties across the state,

EMT Marc Perry (left) and Civil Defersse
Director David Fitzpatrick say that rescue
wovkers in rural areas need 1o know how
to react in farm emergencies. Moks Gary Clas

Varnedoe, who is based in
Athens, coordinates the project,
He says Georgia EMT's have a
good understanding of how to save
lives. But they often don’t under-
stand how farm equipment works
or how substantially it is built.

“EMT’s who have taken an auto
extraction course, for example,
believe they can take the same
Jaws-of-Life they use to cut a car
into little pieces and go to work on
a tractor. It won’t work. We're
talking about equipment that can
weigh 10 to 12 tons.”

Other things that EMT's may
not anticipate:
® The accident may be a long way
from a road. Most rescue vehicles
are not equipped to drive through
ficlds, especially muddy ones.
® Automatically grabbing a cut-
ting torch to free someone from
equipment in the middle of a hay
field can start a major blaze.
® If somcone is overcome by pes-
ticide, treatment information is on
the label. If it’s not apparent what
was being applied, farmhands, the
county agent, or the local chemical
dealer may know,
® Not knowing how a piece of
equipment works can lead to fur-
ther injury. It's important to un-
derstand, for example, where hay
goes into a baler and where it
comes out.
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hook up equipment, drive on the
road, and be aware of the dangers,"
he says. “The pto, they told us, is
especially dangerous. And when I'm
out working, I really do think back
on what I learned. 1 believe it has
made a difference with me."
Making a difference is the goal of
this as well as the other programs.
And they are just a sample of what
these counties offer to residents,
mostly through the Farm Bureau.
Delbert Ekart, safety director with
the bureau, gets most of the credit
for the gvailability of this training.

The Diles family overcame a potenially fatal
incident in 1954 when Carol was caught

i a povato digger. Now Ray Dilts iy
chairman of farm safety for Harvey County's
Farm Bureau. Moto Paul Helstern

It’s a Parent’s
Responsibility

“What do I do with his bicycle?
Ican’t give it away. I can't throw it
away. Nothing I think of seems
appropriate.”

That’s the type of question
Marilyn and Darrell Adams still
find themselves confronted with,
four years after the loss of their
1l-year-old son Keith.

Although Marilyn knows grief,
she hasn't succumbed to it. Today,
she says frankly that Keith’s death
was preventable. That. and a wil-
lingness to talk about her situa-
tion, has propelled her to a
position of prominence in the farm
safety arena.

Few can say “no” to a request
from Marilyn for help, financial or
otherwise. She has the ear of the
Bush administration, having per-
suaded Barbara Bush to accept an
appointment as honorary chair-
person for “Farm Safety for *Just
Kids.'"

She also apparently has the car
of Congress. After her testimony
last February before a U.S. Senate
committee, $11.25 million was ap-
propriated for a new farm safety
and health program at the Centers
for Disease Control.

“Farm Safety for ‘Just Kids,'"
presided over and founded by
Marilyn, spearheads a variety of
safety awards and prevention pro-
grams. As a part of this effort, she
has traveled to 16 states outside
her native lowa over the past three
years,

She tells children and parents
that her son was doing an adult job
alone: emptying a gravity-flow
corn wagon. When he fell into the
wagon, he suffocated. She pleads
with the parents to take a second
look at what they allow their chil-
dren to do on the farm.

The exclusive corporate sponsor
of her farm safety program has
been DowElanco. The company
has provided funding for Marilyn's
work since 1989. She is actively
seeking other supporters, she says,
in an effort to fund “Just Kids"
chapters across the nation, as well
as in Canada, Her goal is to make
certain everyone has the advan-
tage of knowing what she learned
the hard way.

"Our biggest killer is the extra
rider,” she says. “Add to that the
fact that we give our kids adult
responsibilities and leave them un-
attended. We forget that they are
not small adults.”

Marilyn points out that some of
the most innocent objects can be
deadly on farms, That big tire

that is leaning
against a build-
ing or a tree, for
example, has
killed more than
once. A small
child that tries
to climb into the
tire can be
crushed to death
d when it falls.

If an accident
does occur, and
the victim is free enough to move
an arm, Marilyn says he should
know how to wave in a way that
tells people he’s in trouble.

“We recommend a victim wave
his arms in circles, or any kind of
unusual pattern, to draw attention
to himself,” Marilyn says.

Lastly, she insists that parents
listen to their instincts. She says
people often tell her of an “awful”
feeling they had the day a loved
one died.

“If you have a gut feeling, check
it out. Maybe everything is OK,
and you'll feel a little dumb. Or
maybe you'll get there in time to
make a difference. You just can't
be careful enough with a life, be-
cause you can't replace it.”

Editor's nore.—For more on Farm
Safety for “Just Kids,” call the National
Farm Family Information Center for Safety

and Health in Earlham, lowa, st 515-758.
2827.

Marilyn Adams
Phots: Dan Mider
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Other programs available include
safety poster contests for grade
school children, a farm family safety
seminar, a farm wife tractor pro-
gram, and cardiac pulmonary resusci-

tation (CPR) training through the
Red Cross, Heart Association, or
local ambulance service.
Unfortunately, having access to
good training doesn't mean that busy
farmers will take time to attend. And
even if they have attended a safety

seminar, it's not a sure bet that they
will put the lessons to use.

For example, the Webers, Marge,
50, and Laurence, 54, of Sedgwick
County have been to several meet-
ings. They've experienced near trag-
edy on their farm — Laurence was
once caught in a folding tillage imple-
ment. But Marge says sheepishly that
she still doesn’t know how to turn off
the tractor ignition. And Laurence
routinely uses an old tractor without

a roll bar and a pto without a shicld.

These things don’t make the
Webers bad or negligent, just real.
They know the right things to do. But
because of limited time or a mis-
founded belief that “it won't happen
to me,” they don't do them. Unfortu-
nately, too many other farmers are
the same¢ way—and some of them
will die doing the work they love.

By VICTORIA A. GREER




