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Sometimes golf and lightning can 
become a dangerous mix. That last 
hurr ied drive before the pelting rain 
may prove to be one that should 
have been forgot ten. Yet, though 
the danger is by now well known, 
golfers will s tubbornly ignore it, 
once again address the ball, and 
tempt the thunderbol t . 

Golf course owners and man-
agers, knowing golfers, worry about 
these questions: Just when is it pru-
dent to insist that players beat a re-
treat f rom an approach ing thunder-
storm? How can golfers be influ-
enced to take personal safety pre-
cautions? How far does manage-
ment ' s responsibility reach? What is 
a "p ruden t and reasonab le" safety 
p rogram — of warning , of protec-
tion? 

A recent , p a i n f u l exper ience 
shared by Lee Trevino, Jerry Heard, 
and Bobby Nichols demonst ra ted 
the effects of this dangerous combi-
nat ion of popular spor t and power-
ful phenomenon . The three were 
s tunned and burned as lightning 
struck near them at Butler Nat ional 
Gol f Course, Oak Park , 111., during 
the Western Open. 

T rev ino , H e a r d a n d Nicho l s 
were far luckier than have been a 
n u m b e r of other golfers severely 
hur t and even killed by lightning this 
year . Ending wi thout lasting harm, 
the incident can be used to d rama-
tize critical points: 

• Lightning does not have to 
strike a person directly to cause in-
jury or severe d iscomfor t . Trevino, 
Heard and Nichols were victims of 
l ightning's per ipheral effects — a 
high ground potent ial over a con-
siderable area a r o u n d the main path 
of the bolt. 

• Lightning casualt ies are not 
rare and u n c o m m o n . It was the 
f ame of the golfers, no t rarity of the 
event, that widely publicized this 
par t icular lightning strike incident. 
The odds for this k ind of painful but 
n o n - f a t a l c a s u a l t y were g r ^ a t 
enough to embrace three men f rom 

the top echelon of professionals; 
many similar unrepor ted incidents 
occur every year. 

• Prudence varies: Mike Fetch-
ick, fourth par ty in the Trevino-
Heard group, took a look at the 
darkening skies and decided tha t 
danger lurked there. He headed for 
the clubhouse and safety. 

• Fallacies reign. In the af ter-
math of the incident at Butler N a -
tional, interviews with experts on 
weather phenomena quenched some 
fallacies abou t lightning and light-
n ing safe ty , b u t u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y 
created others . F o r example, an 
electrophysicist correctly stated tha t 
the kind of umbrel la one carries is 
only incidental to lightning danger , 
bu t then went on to minimize the 
impor tance of avoiding tall objects 
and seeking a low profile. 

Today, the roll of legal thunder 
in courts is signalling a new era of 
liability for public lightning safety 
by property owners , including golf 
c o u r s e s . U n d e r l aw , l i g h t n i n g 
always was an unavoidable "ac t of 
G o d " . It still is, but protect ion 
against its ha rm, being possible and 
available, has become man ' s re-
sponsibility. 

There is a case pending at this 
time, for instance, of a person se-
verely injured by lightning while 
s tanding on a s t ructure mainta ined 
by a municipali ty. The individual 
suffered t empora ry disability, sub-
stantial scarring due to first, second 
and third degree burns, and a per-
manent hearing loss in the right ear. 

The claim is that failure of the 
municipality to provide adequa te 
lightning protect ion amounted to 
negligence. The content ion is tha t if 
the proper ty had been equipped 
with a complete and properly in-
stalled lightning protect ion system, 
this misfor tune may have been pre-
vented. 

The LPI recently conducted a 
study of 1,000 lightning casualties, 
of which var ious recreational areas 
were the sites for 329. Of that 329, 
52 of the cases occurred on golf 
courses with 41 casualties and 11 
deaths. 

Of the 329 casual t ies , m a n y 

could have been prevented if (1) ade-
quate lightning protect ion had been 
provided and (2) warnings abou t the 
h a z a r d s of l igh tn ing had been 
posted. 

A " D u t y to W a r n " theory is also 
emerging in the legal area of publ ic 
liability. In addi t ion to providing 
adequate shelter against lightning, a 
property owner may be required to 
post warnings for the public to seek 
shelter during an electrical s to rm. 

Here are five steps golf course 
owners or managers can take to pro-
vide "prac t icable and reasonab le" 
protection against lightning. 

1. Protect open areas dis tant 
f rom the c lubhouse by either erect-
ing ra in she l te rs e q u i p p e d with 
protection systems, or erect over-
head protect ive wires. 

2. Equip lone trees under which 
people are likely to seek rain shelter, 
with special tree protect ion systems. 

3. Ins ta l l s t a n d a r d l igh tn ing 
protection systems on the club-
h o u s e , p r o s h o p a n d o t h e r 
buildings. 

4. P ro tec t a n d / o r g r o u n d if 
metal, f lagpoles, towers and similar 
structures. 

5. Prominent ly post personal 
lightning safety rules. 

Erecting a rain shelter wi thout 
lightning protect ion relieves people 
of a t h u n d e r s t o r m ' s d a m p dis-
comforts , bu t gathers them as a 
body to face what may be the 
s torm's only real danger. 

Such structures, whether open or 
closed, should be provided with a 
s t a n d a r d l i g h t n i n g p r o t e c t i o n 
system which has air terminals at 
specified roof locations, conductors 
forming a closed roof loop and lead-
ing down to at least 10-ft. deep 
ground rods at opposi te corners of 
the s t ructure; and at least two such 
groundings. 

D o w n c o n d u c t o r s s h o u l d be 
shielded to a height of 8-f t . with 
non-conduct ive material, to protect 
anyone leaning against the pole or 
wall. A dry, non-conduct ive f loor is 
impor tan t . If the shelter has a dirt 
f loor, g rounding should include a 
bare, buried lightning conduc tor en-
circling the building, at least 10-ft. 
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