Farm Safety:  Just the Facts

Sources:  Department of Biosystems and Agricultural Engineering, Kentucky Injury Prevention and Research Center, National Safety Council and Larry Piercy

The death rate in Kentucky’s agricultural industry is two to three times higher than the national average, primarily due to the high number of tractor and tractor overturn deaths.


Since 1994, nearly 80 Kentucky farmers have been killed in tractor overturns, and another 35 have died from falling off moving tractors, according to the Kentucky Injury Prevention and Research Center 2001-02 Annual Report.  Nearly all these deaths could have been prevented with use of Roll-Over Protective Structures (ROPS) and seatbelts.


Following these farm safety practices could save your life, or that of a farm worker, family member or friend.


Have ROPS installed on older model tractors.  ROPS are available for most tractors manufactured since the late 1960s or early 1970s, and for some popular models manufactured prior to these times.  Check with a tractor dealer for information on a ROPS for your make and model of your tractor.  


If you have a ROPS or safety cab, always use the seatbelt.  The seatbelt will ensure that you remain in the protection zone in the event of an overturn.  It also will keep you from being thrown off the tractor if you hit an obstacle or barrier, which accounts for about 25 percent of the tractor deaths in Kentucky.


ROPS and seatbelt-equipped tractors annually would save about 350 lives on United States farms, according to the National Safety Council.


Other farm tractor safety equipment includes a bypass starter cover (BSC) and power take-off (PTO) master shield.  When equipment is used on public roads, be sure it’s equipped with a slow moving vehicle emblem and lighting and reflectors or reflective tape.


A BSC will prevent a tractor from inadvertently or intentionally being started from the ground and lurching forward, possibly injuring or killing the operator or innocent by-standers.  This could occur when someone tries to jump start a tractor that is in gear and has a dead battery or inadvertently “shorts across” the starter terminals while performing other maintenance.


Many farm tractors don’t have the original PTO master shields.  A missing shield exposes an operating power take-off and risks entangling the operator in the spinning shaft.  


If you operate a farm tractor on public roads or highways, be sure it is has a SMV emblem to warn other drivers of your slow-moving vehicle on the roadway.  Replace faded reflective materials on the emblem.


Some newer types of retro-reflective materials are up to ten times more reflective than older materials and will last up to twice as long before fading.  The newer reflective materials give motorists more time to react.    


Regularly inspect tractor lights, including headlights and amber flashing to forewarn other drivers on the roadway. 


Also, remember to inspect reflectors or reflective tape on the front and rear edges of towed equipment.   Use amber or yellow on the front; red on the rear.  Front reflectors or tape especially are important when the edges of towed equipment extend beyond the left side of the tractor because they alert on-coming traffic to protruding equipment behind the tractor.


For added protection, especially at intersections, mark the sides of towed equipment with the same amber or yellow reflective tape used on the front of the equipment.  


To prevent serious injuries from costing you time, money or perhaps a life, develop a safety management and a health plan tailored to each aspect of your farming operation. Write these plans down and annually review them.  Talk with family members and employees about safety procedures and how to respond should an injury happen.


Use safety and health plans to help train farm workers and enforce farm safety rules including personal protective equipment use and maintenance.


Regularly inspect the safety of equipment and facilities; make necessary repairs, and keep guards and shielding in place.


Use and maintain products as directed in the manufacturer’s manuals and labels, or as instructed by product suppliers.


Keep up-to-date on safety, health and environmental issues.  One way you can keep current is to attend local events about these topics, or contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service for publications or answers to specific questions.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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