FALL1997

Volume 6 No. 2

"Special back
injury issue'

Featuring:
"Back injuries in
Wisconsin agriculture:
are you at risk?"

Also look for:

Partners
Safety
Neighbor to Neighbor
Resource Corner

AgrAbility of Wisconsin
is a partnership
between the UW
Cooperative Extension
Service and the Easter
Seal Society of
Wisconsin. Printing
donated by Rural
Insurance Companies.

AgrAbility of Wisconsin

Plowing Ahead

ﬂ Promoting Success in Agriculture for People with Disabilities and Their Families

Back injuries in Wisconsin
agriculture: are you at risk?"

"l had to either get out of farming
or find ways to make it easier," said
Jon Arnes, a Stratford, Wis. farmer.
Arnes injured his lower back in a car
accident in 1992 and is continuing to
deal with the permanent effects of this
injury.

Since April of 1996, 15 percent of
the farmers that have worked with
AgrAbility of Wisconsin have serious
back injuries and conditions, making it
difficult for them to do their farm work.
According to the Vermont
Rehabilitation Engineering Center for
Low Back Pain, 25 percent of all
disabling injuries involve the back and
spine.

Back pain and injuries differ from
person to person, sometimes it is
difficult to identify what caused the
back pain. Back pain can result from
muscle strain, disk problems, lack of
fitness and improper body mechanics.
Accidents, like Jon's, as well as a
variety of diseases and disorders can
also cause back pain. Regardless of
the source, however, severe, chronic
back pain can be extremely disabling,
both physically and mentally.

Farmers are at greater risk for
back injuries because many of their
tasks are labor intensive, such as
lifting buckets of grain, shoveling feed
or carrying bales of hay. In addition,
tasks like operating a tractor over a
rugged field and twisting to see the
equipment being pulled, strains the
back by putting it in an awkward
position.

The risk factors that increase the

chances of a serious back injury
include:

« lifting objects heavier than 50
pounds;

* repeatedly lifting lighter objects;

+ awkward body posture while
working;

« prolonged driving of vehicles such
as tractors, trucks, and other farm
equipment that cause whole body
vibration;

+ slips and falls and other traumatic
injuries associated with adverse
working conditions.

When Jon recuperated from the
car accident and returned to doing his
farm work, he found that he had
difficulty lifting feed bags, pushing feed

Jon uses a Universal Handle on
his scraper to keep his back in a
straight position while scraping.
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discovered the disks in his lower back were
degenerating. Jon worked with AgrAbility of
Wisconsin and the Division of Vocational
Rehabilitation to find ways to allow him to continue to
do his farm chores and yet reduce the strain on his
back.

There are a wide range of modifications that can
be made to the farm site, equipment, and the way a
farmer works to make chores less dangerous for the
back. The farmer should consider how a task can be
done differently and how the workplace can be
restructured to eliminate risky postures and lifting.
Perhaps other family members can rotate jobs so
that the person with the back injury does the least
straining work. When someone is working with a
back injury, he or she should alternate between tasks
that require standing or sitting. He or she should also
remember to get up, move around and stretch from

Safet V. Tips For Farming with a Back Injury

performing tasks that exceed your physical abilities.

to prevent vibrations that hurt the back.

your back.

frequency of mounting and dismounting a tractor.

decreased mobility.

use an automated feed system.

require standing for long periods of time.

before choosing one.

possible.

# Use your HEAD before you use your BACK.

# Obtain appropriate assistive technologies or labor-saving devices to assist in

# Add additional steps and hand holds made out of non-slip material to farm
machinery to assist in mounting and dismounting safely.

3 Make sure the seat of the tractor has the highest level of suspension possible

# Use outdoor mobility aids to decrease fatigue and further deterioration of

# Use automatic hitching devices and automatic gate openers to reduce the

#  Avoid direct access to livestock due to their unpredictable behavior and your

# Use a feed cart so that you don’t need to carry feed, or, if you can afford it,

# Use a combination sit/stand stool can be used when you perform tasks that

# Use lumbar curve supports while sitting on the tractor. Consult your doctor

# Keep your back supported and straight while working on equipment, when

# Remember to use proper lifting and body mechanics if you have back
problems and maintain an exercise program as recommended by your doctor.

Adapted from Safety Tips for Farming with a Back Injury or Back Problem by the Easter Seal
Society of lowa's Farm Family Rehabilitation Management (FaRM) Program.

time to time. The individual with a back injury should
also consider what types of devices or equipment
might help do the farm chores and make a plan to
implement them.

For example, three of Jon's tractors were
modified with new seats and suspensions and large
rearview mirrors. As a result, the seats and
suspension reduce the jarring of the back while
driving the tractor over rough terrain, like a field. The
mirrors allow Jon to see the equipment and what is
happening behind the tractor without having to twist
and look out the back window, reducing the strain on
his back. The tractors have also been outfitted with
additional steps and handrails. Jon can get on and off
the tractors without using his arms and back to pull
himself up or jarring his back by jumping off.

“I thought steps are steps, no big deal,” said Jon.
“It is only when you get them do
you see how easy it makes
getting on the tractor.”

Jon also reduced strain to his
back by attaching Upper Hand
Universal Handles to his brooms,
scrapers and shovels. This extra
handle allows Jon to keep his
back straight and gives him more
leverage with his-arms: =

With an automatic feed cart,
Jon reduced the amount of
shoveling and lifting he needed to
do. The feed cart reduces the
strain on his back because he
can make one trip around the
barn and not physically handle
the feed to feed his cows.

Jon has also made many
other modifications to reduce the
strain to his back in all facets of
his farm work. He has stated that
without these modifications and
the programs he worked with, he
would probably be out of
business.

There are many additional
strategies for prevention of back
injuries including proper posture,
lifting, exercise, and restructuring
job responsibilities. Remember
to seek the advice of your doctor
and the appropriate professionals
before attempting extensive
accommodations.







