FACE INVESTIGATION
SUBJECT: Farmer DiesWhen heisPinned Under Drawbar While Fueling Tractor

SUMMARY: A 91 year-old beef farmer (the victim) was pinned under the drawbar of afarm tractor after
fuding the tractor while standing on a stepladder. The fuel cap was located on top of the tractor, about
65 inches high, midway from the front to the operator’s seat. The farmer’s habit was to place a 4-foot
ladder on the tractor body in front of the left
rear tire, climb two or three gepswith thefue
pump in hand, remove the cap, fill the tank,
replace the cap, and climb down the ladder.
On the day of the incident, he apparently
replaced the cap after adding the fud, and fell
toward the tractor whed, driking the shift
lever and throwing the tractor into a forward
gear. Asthetractor begantoroll forward, the §
vicim and the ladder rolled up and over the §
|eft fender and fell upside down. The victim Sty
was caught between the left rear wheel and - Fi ur1 i w of tractor with

under adrawbar attachment, whilethetractor victims location

rolled forward about 6 feet until it was stopped

whenit struck ablock wall (figure 1). The victim was found by his sster-in-law, who went to the farm to
investigate when the victim did not answer phone cdls for severd days. She immediady cdled for
emergency servicesand notified the victim’ sneighbor and brother. EM Sresponders and the sheriff arrived
within 15 minutes The coroner was called, and pronounced the victim dead at the scene. The FACE
investigator concluded that to help prevent smilar occurrences, farmers should:

! shift thetractor into park, set thebrakesand turn off the engine befor edismounting from
the tractor. For tractorswithout a park postion, farmersshould shift into neutral, set the
brakesand turn off the engine befor e dismounting.

! seek and follow medical adviceand take precautionsto prevent fallsif they have medical
conditionsthat could cause loss of balance.

INTRODUCTION:

On September 21, 2000, a 91-year-old male dairy farmer was pronounced dead of injuries he received
when he was pinned by a tractor wheel and drawbar at his beef farm.  The Wisconsin FACE field
investigator learned of the incident through the death certificate on December 22, 2000. The FACE
investigator reviewed the death certificate and the coroner and sheriff reports, and interviewed family
members on July 13, 2001. The farm had been sold, so aSite vist was not possible.

This incident occurred at a beef farm owned and operated by the victim. He had lived on thefarm dl his
life, and learned to operate farm machines through on-the-job experience. The victim'’s brother operated



a farm about ¥2 mile away, and the two farmers usudly purchased their farm machines and tractors
together. They often worked together at each other’ sfarms, and knew their daily routines and habits. Both
of their farms had been operated for over 50 years as dairy farms, but both farmers quit dairying some
yearsbeforetheincident. At thetime of theincident, the victim wasraisng about 40 beef cattle on his 160
acre farm, aswdl asrenting out the crop fidds to areafarmers. He typicaly would work in the farmyard
in the morning, take a midday bresk for lunch and a rest, and then drive a tractor to the field where the
cattle ranged. He was conddered to be a safe tractor and farm machine operator by family membersand
farm neighbors, and had not been serioudy injured during hislifetime of farming. He had achronic disease
which could cause dizziness, and had some leg weekness and joint pain.

The victim and his brother had purchased the tractor new over 40 years ago, and usudly kept it in ashed
at the victim's farm. The victim used it occasiondly for tasks in the farmyard, and to travel and carry
suppliesto thefield where the beef cattle grazed. Some years before theincident, aneighbor had attached
aded plate to the left Side of the tractor drawbar to provide a step for the victim when he mounted and
dismounted thetractor. Thefud tank inlet onthistractor waslocated on top of thetractor, about 65 inches
from the ground, midway from the front to the operator’s seet. The farmer’ s habit was to place a 4-foot
ladder on thetractor body in front of the left rear tire, climb two or three steps with the fud pump in hand,
remove the cap, fill the tank, replace the cap, and climb down the ladder. His brother reported the victim
would aways turn off the engine while refuding, to prevent fire.

INVESTIGATION:

The victim was last seen dive on September 18, 2000, but it is unknown on which date the incident
occurred. Ontheday of theincident, the tractor was Stuated dongside the devated bulk fud tank in the
famyard. Theterraninthisareawasflat. Either during the re-fueling process, or after it was completed,
the tractor engine may have been running while hewas on theladder. At sometime after thefuel tank was
filled and the fuel cap replaced, he fdl toward the tractor whed, : :
griking the shift lever and throwing thetractor into 2" gear. Asthe
tractor began to roll forward, the victim and the ladder rolled up |
over the left fender and fdll upside down. The victim was caught ;
between the Ieft rear whedl and under the drawbar atachment SESSSS
(figure 2), while the tractor rolled forward about 6 feet until it was g '
stopped when it druck a farm building. The victim was found on !
September 21, 2000 by his sister-in-law, who went to the farm to JEESE

investigate when the victim did not answer phone cals. He was G AE AR
pinned head down between thewhesl and drawbar attachment. The Figure 2. Photo of dr awbar
ladder was upside down behind the drawbar and next to the fender ¥ th extensi on.

The agter-inlaw immediately called for emergency servicesand notified the victim’ sneighbor and brother.
EM S responders and the sheriff arrived within 15 minutes. The coroner was caled, and pronounced the
victim dead at the scene. The engine key was turned on and the throttle was in the forward postion, with
the engine staled when the sheriff examined thetractor. Thefue pump wasfound on the ground, ongwith
a gick the victim used to messure the level of fud in thetank. The fud tank was full, and the cagp wasin
place.




CAUSE OF DEATH: The degth certificate listed the cause of deeth as accidenta asphyxiation.
RECOMMENDATIONS/DISCUSSION

Recommendation#1: Farmtractor operatorsshould shift thetractor into park, set thebrakesand
turn off the engine before dismounting from the tractor. For tractors without a park postion,
farmers should shift into neutral, set the brakes and turn off the engine befor e dismounting.
Discussion: Tractors may roll if parked without an effective braking device. Thevibration created by
a running engine may incresse the possibility of initiating the rolling motion. Farm tractor operators can
prevent tractors from rolling by shifting into park if possible, setting the brakes and turning off the engine
before dismounting. Inthiscase, thefarmer drovethetractor dongsidethe bulk fuel tank, and dismounted
the tractor without setting the brakes. He may aso have left the engine running while he was out of the
operator’s seat.

Recommendation #2: Farmers should seek and follow medical advice and take precautions to
prevent fallsif they have medical conditionsthat could cause a loss of balance.

Discusson: Some medica conditions can impair aworker’s ability to maintain balance, or stay dert
and respongive to hazards. Farmers should inform their medica providers of the scope of activities they
perform, and heed the advice they receive about operating machinery and climbing ladders. Technica
assistance for farmers who must adapt to physicd limitations is aso available from agriculturd engineers,
state vocationa rehabilitation counsgors, agriculturd equipment and supply manufacturers, and Extenson
programs that serve people with physica disgbilities.



