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Backfire
from
the golf

boom —
Lawsuits

While pondering the
profits to be made from
the continuing increase

in the number of golfers,
also consider the
probable effect these
inexperienced players
will have on your

club’s accident rate

By JOHN F. GLEASON Jr.
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Although golf is not a body-con-
tact sport, the number of accidents
occurring related to the game is
relatively high.

Ten years ago, there were less
than 6,000 golf courses in this
country and approximately four
million golfers who played about
81 million rounds of golf annually.
At that time, The Institute for
Safer Living, Wakefield, Mass.,
estimated that 14,000 persons
were seriously injured on golf
courses; about 10,000 of these
were injured as the result of being
struck by golf balls, which can
reach velocities around 150 miles
an hour. About 52 per cent of the
victims were players. Nearly
4,000 were young bag carriers,
and more than 3,000 were course
workers.

Approximately 10 per cent of
the injuries were attributed to be-
ing struck by clubs. A high pro-
portion of these accidents resulted
from careless practice swings near
the first tee.

A decade ago, there was na-
tional resistance to the use of golf
cars on the course. At most clubs,

only the aged or those with medi-
cal certificates were permitted
to operate them. Actually, there
were less than 1,200 cars in oper-
ation on America’s golf courses.
Only 7 per cent of the golfing ac-
cidents were attributed to golf
car mishaps.

By 1970, the American Golf
Car Manufacturers’ Assn. esti-
mates that there will be 200,000
vehicles roaming the national fair-
ways. Obviously, with that many
more golf cars in operation, and
because the National Golf Foun-
dation predicts by next year there
will be more than 10 million reg-
ular golfers playing 250 million
rounds annually over more than
10,000 different layouts, the golf
car accident rate will increase
considerably.

This prediction brings many
new, inexperienced players into
the game—golfers unfamiliar with
the dangers of the game and with
the operation of golf cars. Conse-
quently, the clubs may be drawn
into more lawsuits as a result of
their activities.

Rarely is a new player asked if




he knows how to drive a golf car
or where he is to operate it on the
course. Frequently, golf car acci-
dents result from lack of know-
ledge of the operation of these
1,000 to 1,300-pound vehicles.
Many accidents are due to me-
chanical failure, even when the
golf cars are operated by players
who know the dangers connected
with them.

The golf car boom may tend to
check the percentage of caddies
who are injured because cars ap-
pear to be crowding the bag-tot-
ters out of business. In 1966, the
Institute recorded that 6,500 cad-
dies were injured—one third of
them seriously. Most of the boys
were struck by flying golf balls.
A number were killed while car-
rying steel clubs during lightning
storms. Many of the caddie trage-
dies could have been avoided if
players had taken greater care in
checking their location before
swinging.

By way of conservative pro-
jection it is not inconceivable to
predict that with increased golf
course construction, slow play and
conjunction, plus the influx of in-
experienced players, more than
60,000 persons will be disabled
on American golf courses this year
by flying golf shots, careless back-
swings and other unknown causes.

Moreover, moving golf cars will
boost injury statistics greatly.

What is more sobering are
the amounts at which these law-

suits are now being settled. Not
only is there an increased frequen-
cy in severe golf car injuries, but
the courts are awarding settle-
ments in amounts which far out-
pace the amount of money which
modern golf tournaments are giv-
ing in prizes. Unfortunately, safe-
ty information on play, car opera-
tion, caddie procedures and the
dangers of lightning, while avail-
able to clubs, does not seem to get
into the hands of those golfers
who need guidance the most.

Only within the last two or
three years have the leading, fi-

nancially-sound country clubs tak-
en a serious look at the structural
conditions of their golf course
walking bridges, also frequently
used for golf cars.

Today, only a small percentage
of the country clubs have care-
fully engineered and instituted
paved roadways on the course to
decrease golf car mishaps. One
large, well-endowed midwestern
country club still permits golf cars
to be driven down a 250-foot hill,
despite the frequent spilling of
vehicles on this slope. Many
members and guests have been
seriously disabled and lawsuits
have ensued, placing insurance
policies in jeopardy of cancellation.

Recently, a lady on the West
Coast, whose fall from a defective
golf car resulted in brain injuries,
sued the country club where she
was a member for $750,000.

Her case was settled for $200,000.

This settlement was followed
by the headline story of an Al-
bany, N.Y., surgeon who was
awarded a $453,000 judgment by
the state Supreme Court. The
court released his playing com-
panion, also a physician, from re-
sponsibility for brake failure when
the 1,000-pound golf car slammed
into the surgeon’s right leg. A
blood clot formed which made its
way through the bloodstream into
one of the victim’s lungs.

An operation was required to
remove the clot, brain damage
followed, and he lost the use of
his hands.

In this unfortunate case, the
driver had had experience oper-
ating these vehicles. The court
held the firm from which the
country club leased golf cars large-
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ly responsible for its failure to
maintain safety checks of the
brakes during its regular weekly
service inspections. However, had
the club been the outright owner
of the faulty golf cars, it may have
been held liable.

Injuries resulting from faulty
car maintenance appear to be as
frequent as those resulting from
careless operation.

However, people involved in
golf car accidents are not the
only ones whose suits are re-
corded on the court dockets. In-
juries resulting from wild tee
shots appear with regular and
understandable repetition. The
courts moreover tend to impute
golfing defendants for their ac-
tions, regardless of experience or
ability.

Even an 11-year-old boy—
termed an ‘“‘infant” defendant—
was held accountable recently for
injuries to another player when
his iron shot off a par-three hole
and struck another player in the
knee.

The New York court hearing
the case concluded that a golfer
is obliged to use reasonable care
to avoid injuring other players.
Furthermore, the court observed,
a golf ball is a dangerous missile
which can cause serious injury if
it hits someone in flight.

In some ways, the court noted,
hitting a golf ball can be more
dangerous than firing a gun or
throwing a stone, since one is
likely to have more control over
the direction of a gunshot or a
thrown stone than over the flight
of a golf ball.

The court agreed with the
youth that all golfers assume or-
dinary risks when they venture
onto the course, but it concluded
that all players have the right to
rely on other players’ adherence
to standards of care and the avoid-
ance of reasonable, foreseeable
risks.

Finally, it concluded, even an
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11-year-old golfer should be held
to the normal standards of care,
as adults are, when permitted on
the links. Moreover, it is conceiv-
able that a club could find itself
a co-defendant in such a liability
action for exercising poor judg-
ment in allowing youngsters
to play golf without proper
supervision.

Ordinary care, however, is not
construed to players alone in
many golf course injuries. Four
years ago, a Kentucky Appellate
Court heard the case of a woman
who had lost an eye after being
struck by a golf ball while riding
in an automobile along the club’s
private driveway. She held the
club negligent because the posi-
tion of the driveway to the fair-
way was a built-in hazard. The
lady was awarded a $25,000
judgment.

An unusual case was reviewed
by the courts in New Mexico. In
order to speed up the melting
and clearing of a heavy snow drift,
water was poured on the snow. A
layer of ice formed on the grassy
incline approach to one of the
greens. A player slipped on the
ice, sustaining serious injuries.
The court ruled that the same
duty of care is required by a golf
course to its players as a merchant
owes to his customers.

At a country club in Canada,
one golfer was killed and two oth-
ers seriously crippled when the
elevator carrying them uphill to
the next tee fell. Failure to main-
tain safety checks on the lift might
clearly substantiate negligence on
the part of the golf club in this
tragedy. Big golf tournaments
which attract large galleries fre-
quently create serious hazards for
those who pay to see others play.

At a Ladies’ Professional Golf
Assn. tournament held in Michi-
gan a few years ago, a 140-foot
suspension bridge collapsed under
the weight of 50 spectators, send-
ing 15 of the patrons to the
hospital.

Injuries to spectators at big
golf tournaments, of course, are

not infrequent. In the 1965 Na-
tional Open play-off in St. Louis,
two women were injured by er-
ring shots struck by one of the
contestants on the same hole.

Frequently, when these acci-
dents occur, everyone is sued. At
another large tournament in Ohio,
a lady was seriously injured. She
sued the player and the tourna-
ment sponsor, the country club
where the event was held.

Players who have been injured
have also taken recourse against
the golf course which held the
championship. A  well-known
LPGA touring professional won a
judgment against an Iowa country
club recently. She suffered neck
and back injuries when she hit an
iron pipe buried beneath a sand-
trap as she blasted out.

An assistant professional at a
Pennsylvania country club was
awarded a large settlement from
the country club where he was
employed. While giving a lesson,
he was struck in the head by a
ball driven from the first tee. In
his petition, he contended that the
practice tee was in a dangerous
location in relation to the first tee.
The courts agreed.

Frequently, country clubs find
themselves defendants in cases
where members and guests are
injured inside the clubhouse,
largely due to falls. Clubhouse
employees are also injured on the
job, but usually the compensation
for their injuries and lost wages
are covered by state Workmen’s
Compensation benefits.

The same relationship exists
with golf course workers who are
injured while cutting greens, fair-
ways or performing other outside
duties about the golf course. One
superintendent  recently  stated
that perhaps the most dangerous
piece of equipment used at his
course is the rotary mower. He
takes particular care in instructing
his men in the use and hazards of
this implement.

Despite all the warnings about
playing golf during lightning
storms, hundreds of heedless play-
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ers are killed each year on this
country’s fairways. Carrying golf
clubs during an electrical storm—
or permitting youthful caddies
to tote one’s golf clubs—is per-
haps golfdom’s most inexcusable
tragedy. In many instances, a
country club might be held ac-
countable for permitting a caddie

to venture onto the course when
lightning appeared eminent.

In recent years, many country
clubs have taken steps to properly
ground the storm shelters and
certain key trees under which
players seek protection in an
electrical storm.

Some clubs have gone a step
further by posting signs, warning
golfers to avoid bringing steel golf
clubs into the shelters with them.
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Lightning has also taken its toll
of golf course workers. Every year
the newspapers carry stories
about young boys who are struck
and killed by lightning while cut-
ting greens.

Until the golf industry and golf
course management join forces in
an all-out effort to make all golfers
fully cognizant of the dangers con-
nected with the actual playing of
this game, the recount of the in-
juries related in this article will
continue.

Much praise is due to various
parts of this vast industry for
their efforts to make everyone
safety-minded. But unfortunately,
the efforts have not kept pace
with the game. O

Mr.

sultant to country clubs.

Gleason 1s an insurance con-
He does
not sell insurance, but reviews and
advises on the protection afforded
by their insurance policies.

Next month, Mr. Gleason wull
discuss the various forms of in-
surance which protect the club
against public hability lawsuits
and employee injuries.

Super with a vengeance

As seen in the Morning Post,
October 31, 1816, London, En-
gland, in the personal column:

WANTED IMMEDIATELY: to enable
me to leave the Club which I
have for these last five years in-
habited, in the same plight and
condition in which I found it;
500 vive rats for which 1 will
gladly pay five pounds sterling;
and, as I cannot leave the golf
course attached hereto in the
same order in which I got it with-
out at least five million dockens
[weeds], I do hereby promise a
further sum of five pounds ster-
ling for said number of dockens.
The rats must be full grown and
no cripples.

It is said that the club in ques-
tion resolved their differences
and retained this sterling chap.





