THE KILLING FIELD

The Scott Halbrook story is a worst-case scenario. It should
be required reading for all athletic turf managers. In this
exclusive Weens TrREEs & Turr interview, Scott’s dad and
lawyer reveal the grim details of death on a bad field.

by Heide Aungsl, associale editor

he shock of his only
I son's death left Alan
Halbrook numb.

Scott Halbrook, a
healthy, good-looking 19-
vear-old athlete, was too
voung to die. Because he
was killed practicing the sport he loved—
baseball —Scott’s family cannot forget the
accident.

At Marist High School in Eugene, Oregon,
Scoltt lettered in football, basketball, and base-
ball. When offered a baseball scholarship at
Oregon State University in Corvallis, Scotl
took the first step toward realizing a longtime

. goal — playing professional baseball.

ers.
On March 2, 1982, Oregon’s soggy spring
weather forced (ia( -h Jack Riley to hold base-

s it the dream ended tragically before Scott
¥ had a chazce to play a game for the
v

1l practice on the AstroTurf of Oregon State’s
ker Stadium. (AstroTurf is a synthetic turf
nufactured by the Monsanto Co. The team
larly played on natural turf.)
Local newspaper reports said Scott, playing
left field, was injured in a collision with the
shortstop while both were running for a short
~ pop fly to the outfield. Scott died of head inju-
T s three d.yavlntc!. _

on the worn-out AstroTurf.

The original AstroTurf field was installed in
1969, replaced in 1974, but problems were de-
lected, and it was replaced again in 1976. Dur-
ing that replacement, however, the old pad was
left down.

When the Halbrooks searched for answers,
Oregon State quickly cut off all communica-
tion. Halbrook oblained a test which had been
conducted shortly after Scott’s death. The test,
done by a Monsanto competitor, showed ﬂ"xe
field to be intoleranttoa human body fallingon
il.

Orvgon s stale adjuster offered a $5 000 pay-
off — “in good fanh" lo Halbrook 's family.

~ Halbrook

Monsanto, and Sports nstall Inc., asu&ﬁ!

of Monsanto.

Attorney Dan Holland of Eugene uncovered
internal Monsanto documents concerning the
condition of Parker Stadium. One, dated No-
vember*gm (four months before Scott's
death), rated the field in serious need of repair,
judging by Monsanto’s own grading system.
Holland says the Monsanto inspector later
claimed that the drop-test machine, a device
used to measure field hardness, was broken

Another document aald the

R

that day, so he rated the field by walkinson e

L.



blow was caused by him running pell-mell
into the shortstop,” says Frank Vible, Mon-
sanlo's assistant general counsel. -

Despite the debate, the suit was settled
outof courtin September, 1985. The amount
of the settlement cannot be disclosed.

How hard is hard?

The Halbrook case may seem like the ar-
tificial vs. natural turf controversy is again
being dredged to the forefront. That issue
has been endlessly hammered into the
ground il covers.

There's no denying the lush, green color
of artificial turf shows up beautifully on
TV..mud is non-existent..and il takes the
abuse of rock concerts, tractor pulls, and
rodeos, along with the usual sports wear-
and-tear.

It also survives in domed stadiums.

But there's no denying the increased injury
rales—f{rom “turf toe” and infected abrasions
lo serious head injuries—its (vawn) predic-
tability...and the scorching heal emitted from
the artificial turf on hot days.

There’s always room to debate. But, in
the best interests of the players, the artificial
and natural turf industries should stop ar-
guing and each take a critical look at the
queslions raised by the Halbrook case:

@ How hard is hard?

® Should there be a standard for athletic
fields?

“There's.a real question oul there,”’ Hol-
ldlld says. ‘“To whal extent does the hard-
eld pldv a partin injury?
lengy is to blame something
ete’s condition, the risk of in-
in the sport, the equipment,
jay the fall or injury oc-
' do you draw the line?"”
esearching the case, Holland found
studies and cases involving abrasions and
turf toe, but little on hardness.

“I was really shocked at the lack of infor-
mation about field hardness,” Holland
says."The bottom line is...is hardness an is-
sue? That was the whole focus in the case
and we found that it is an issue, so we tried
lo define the issue.” :

No excuse
Field hardness is becoming such an issue, in
~ fact, that researchers at Penn State Universng
. h&v&m studying the hardness of natur

2 "Hbllandtlumed up several impact studies,
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and Halbrook dished out thou-
sands of dollars for private stud-
ies to support his case.

Halbrook, a mechanical engi-
neer, became consumed with the
studies and documents trying to
find answers to his son's wrongful
death. “I read every one of them
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IMPACT ABSORPTION
OF SURFACES

Rebound acceleration and stopping time
of a 16-pound indoor shot put on four
surfaces, West Virginia University, 1974.

Rebound acceleration GS

The West Virginia study
showed after only five years the
surface had decreased dramat-
ically. Parker Stadium’s Astro-
Turf was six years old, the pad
underneath eight. Besides the
usual wear, ultraviolet light can
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break down synthetic surfaces

at least half a dozen times,”
Halbrook says.

They also discovered that in 20 40
years of making AstroTurf, Mon-
santo had never established a
standard for hardness. But, then,
neither had any other artificial
turf manufacturer or the Ameri- 20
can Society of Testing Materials
(ASTM), which has standards for 10
most man-made products.

“Their excuse for failing to es-

Asphalt

5-year-old
30 synthetic turf

and bacterial degradation can lit-
erally eat away the pad.

HIGH

A standard for all
Dr. Bower, chief of sports medi-
cine at West Virginia University
Medical Center, completed an
updated study in July. His results
have not yet been published. But
Bower is a big advocate of stan-
dards in all sports fields.

“I would like to see a standard

Low

~§— "'Biological hostility"" =3

tablish a standard in 20 years was 0
to say that there's no standard on
natural turf,” Holland explains.
“That’s an improper perspective.

0 5 10
Stopping time, milliseconds

for playing surfaces for specific
sports,” says Bower. “If artificial
surfaces can meet that, fine.”

15 20

They've created a product, put it
in a different environment, and it
works in a different way.”

But Dr. Eliot Roberts, execu-
tive director of The Lawn In-
stitute, says establishing a
standard for natural turf fields
will be necessary soon. With liti-
gation getting out of hand, a law
suit against a poorly-maintained
natural turf field may not be far
off.

In fact, it's difficult to even get
university turf researchers to say,
flat out, that natural turf fields are
always safer than artificial turf
fields.

What may be true is that a new
artificial turf field could be safer
than a poorly-maintained natural
turf field. But without standards
in either industry, researchers
hesitate to make blatant
statements.

One of the most critical studies
addressing this issue was pub-
lished by Dr. Douglas Bower and
Bruce Martin in Medicine and Sci-
ence in Sports in 1974. The study,
“Impact absorption, new and old
AstroTurf at West Virginia University,” looked at impact
absorption effects on four surfaces: sod (well-maintained
Kentucky blue grass about 1 '/ inches high); new Astro-
Turf (glued down to 5-year-old underpad); old AstroTurf;
and asphalt.

The study found the “new AstroTurf surface approxi-
mates, but does not equal, a grass field in impact absorption
capability...5-year-old AstroTurf surface has significantly
decreased ability to absorb impact compared to the new
AstroTurf.”
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Alan Halbrook (right) and attorney Dan
Holland examine less than half the
documents in the case of Scott Halbrook’s
death.

Of course, Bower points out, a
standard for a baseball field
would differ from a football field
or soccer field. But, he says, the
standards should be set using
good natural surfaces, not ar-
tificial turf, as a guideline.

Bower's research is unique.
Although most companies “test”
their own products, little objec-
tive research has been
conducted.

Monsanto’'s Vible says he
doesn’t believe a standard is nec-
essary for artificial turf, because
itis “an essentially safe product.”

“There is no vehicle for pro-
ducing a general standard,” Vible
says. “There is no artificial turf
trade association. ASTM has
standards most of us abide by."”

Holland points out, however,
that ASTM has test standards, not
safety standards, which take into
consideration human tolerance.
Besides, there's no requirement
for companies to abide by test
standards.

Penn State University gradu-
ate students Trey Rogers and
Rich Henderson, under the di-
rection of soil science professor Don Waddington, are mea-
suring natural field hardness with a portable Clegg impac-
tor. With this instrument, Rogers and Henderson will test
fields under different conditions.

They will try to determine exactly how much affect
various turf management methods, such as aerification
and mowing height, actually have on the hardness of the
field. Besides management methods, the researchers will
check if turf species and root systems affect field hardness.

Henderson's tests so far have shown a decreased peak

continued on page 50



Scott Halbrkmk

deceleration with the presence of turf
and with core cultivation.

If the research is conclusive, it
could help determine a standard on
natural fields.

“The hardness aspect comes into
the play of the game,” says Wad-
dington. Many players claim, for ex-
ample, that the evenness of artificial
turf allows them to run faster.

Protective instincts

How much does the field actually af-
fect play? Halbrook argues that
players adapt their actions to field
conditions.

But, he questions, when kids are
put on artificial turf, do they realize
they're essentially playing on asphalt,
or does the green carpet make it seem
like grass? If an athlete thinks he's
playing on grass he may lose his natu-
ral protective instincts to defend him-
self in a fall.

“If you're playing basketball in the
street, you know you're playing on as-
phalt,” says Holland.

“I can't believe that if Scott knew
he were playing on frozen turf or hard
packed clay that he wouldn’t have put
his elbow down,’” says Halbrook.
“When you aerate it loosens the soil,
makes it less compacted. The grass is
vea-high,” he says, signalling an inch
or two with his fingers. “You water it
to maintain it. Everything you do to
maintain a nice green field gives
cushion to the field. That also gives
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more shock absorbancy. If it’s brown,
it shows immediately.”

If a standard for athletic field hard-
ness is established, all athletes would
be aware of the type of surface they
are playing on and its degree of hard-

ness, whether artificial or natural.
Athletic field managers, research-
ers, and artificial turf manufacturers
need to work together in establishing
such hardness standards. Because one
death is one too many. WT&T

ANACTOF GOD?

You've heard it before. Injuries are

beyond your control. But experts tell WT&T
that the athletic field manager

can make his field safer. Here’s how.

by Heide Aungst, associate editor

t high schools and grade
A schools throughout the coun-

try, it's a well-kept secret.
Those who dare to whisper the truth
are quickly hushed.

“It's an act of God,"” they're told.
God's will.

But injuries on natural athletic
fields are not all “acts of God.” The
truth is that many could be prevented.
Injuries are frequently caused by poor
field construction, cheap seeding, and
haphazard management practices.

Youngathletes, at the mercy of “‘re-
sponsible’ adults, are falling on jag-
ged rocks, twisting ankles in
undulations, and tackling each other
on hard, compacted fields.

Penn State University has pub-
lished possibly the only study dealing
with the relationship of field mainte-
nance to injuries. In December, 1984,
professors Don Waddington (soil sci-
ence), John Harper (agronomy exten-
sion), Chauncey Morehouse (physical
education/director of the Sports Re-
search Institute), and William Buck-
ley (health education), published the
study “Turf management, athletic-
field conditions, and injuries in high
school football."

The researchers evaluated varsity
and practice fields at 12 Pennsylvania
high schools for soil properties, field
surface (undulations, stones, rough-
ness), vegetative characteristics, and
maintenance factors. They collected
injury data throughout the season.
(Only 10 schools turned in complete
injury statistics.)
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Of the 210 injuries reported, 44
(20.9 percent) may have been caused
by field conditions.

Waddington says the study has
been criticized for being on such a
small scale, but it clearly illustrates
that a connection exists between field
conditions and some injuries.

The problem results from school
administrators assigning someone,
such as a janitor, without proper
knowledge, to care for a field. Admin-
istrators often cite budget restrictions
as the reason for failing to hire quali-
fied field managers.

“My attitude is you can't afford not
to pay someone,” says Dr. Henry
Indyk, extension specialist in
turfgrass management at Rutgers Uni-
versity. “I can use the same philoso-
phy in hiring a teacher in the school
system. An athletic field is a very im-
portant part of a kid’s education.”

The budget also is to blame for lack
of proper equipment and fertilizer.

Some corners can be cut to manage
a safe athletic field at low cost. But,
other factors should never be
neglected.

Get advice
The first step in either building or ren-
ovating a field is to consult a local
extension agent. ““I don't know how
many people know we're here,"” says
Dr. Dave Chalmers, extension agron-
omist at Virginia Tech. “We're recog-
nized more in rural areas, than
urban.”

Extension agents can be found at



Dr. Don Waddington has
studied the connections
between injuries and
field conditions.

any land grant university, which usu-
ally has the main agriculture school in
the state. Athletic turf seminars spon-
sored by the local extension service
are becoming more popular.

Rev up community support

Most extension agents consult free of
charge which is an advantage to
schools with low budgets. Schools
that can’t get in touch with an exten-
sion agent can often get free advice
through a local golf course superin-
tendent or landscape contractor.
When pinching pennies, borrow
equipment from concerned superin-
tendents or contractors.

Community education can be diffi-
culttoachieve, butisimportant toany
field managers. Indyk advises that if
administrators don't listen, go to the
PTA. Concerned parents have a way
of getting action when it's a matter of
their children'’s safety.

Aerate often

Aeration is perhaps the biggest factor
in maintaining a safe playing field.
Every field, regardless of age, needs
aeration to loosen the compacted soil.
“Aeration is the difference between
failure and success,” Indyk says.

“We find the tendency is to not
aerify anywhere near enough,” says
Roberts. He recommends aerifying,
about three inches deep, in five dif-
ferent directions, “as often in the
spring and fall as it is visually evident
that the grass is weak because the
ground is hard.”

The cores on the field need to be
broken to work as a top dressing,
which stimulates grass growth.
Breaking the plugs also helps keep the
field level.

Roberts recommends dragging a

Dr. Tom Turner says
turf-type tall fescues
are highly adaptable in
the transition zone.

Dr. Dave Chalmers
recommends seeking
the advice of extension
agents,

chain-link fence over the cores to
break them up. An upside-down har-
row will also work (see WT&T *‘Job-
talk” April 1986).

Sample the soil
While aeration can help many fields,
some fields need complete renova-
tion. An extension agent can complete
soil tests which are necessary in eval-
uating the type of maintenance a field
needs. Although many managers con-
centrate solely on turf quality, soil
needs to be a primary focus in an ath-
letic field.

“The majority of fields are dead be-
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FIELD-RELATED
FOOTBALL INJURIES

Body parts injured and the percentage judged
to be definitely or possibly field-related among
10 Pennsylvania high schools, 1981.

fore they start because they use the
wrong soil,”” says Dr. Joe Duich of
Penn State University.

Soil tests provide the manager with
a chemical analysis to see how much
fertilizer is needed and an analysis of
the soil’s physical properties to deter-
mine the percentage of sand, silt, and
clay.

Dr. Eliot Roberts, executive director
of The Lawn Institute, says a good
sports field should have about 85 per-
cent sand. The sand promotes drainage,
whichisalso a key to a well-maintained
athletic field. But, he warns, mixing in
small amounts of sand will act like ce-
ment and clog a field.

“Too little sand can be more
harmful than doing it right,” Roberts
explains. “Either go all the way or
leave it alone.”

Forathletic fields which need help,
but are hindered by budget con-
straints, Roberts recommends grading
or contouring the surface. Thisis done
with a grooving machine, such as the
Ditch Witch.

The grooving should run from goal
line to goal line, perpendicular with the
flow of the water off the surface (toward
the sidelines). The slits should run paral-
lel to each other, every six feet, and be
18- to 24-inches deep.

The soil should then be hauled

Ankle/Foot

Hip/Leg
Forearm/Hand
Face/Scalp
Shoulder/Arm

Head/Neck/Spine




away, and the grooves filled with
sand. The sand helps trap water and
carry it into the soil. Roberts says the
best time to renovate a field is in early
spring or fall.

“There isn't really a good time,
since most fields are used year
‘round,” he says. “But it should be
done when the grass grows best. The
summer is too hot and it doesn’t heal
rapidly.”

Seed selection

The variety of seed used on an athletic
field makes a difference. Roberts em-
phasizes the necessity to always
choose a name variety. “There’s a
bunch of these name brands out, and
there's not a great deal of difference,”
Roberts says.

New varieties provide improved
insect and disease resistance. Com-
mon varieties or blends don’t guaran-
tee enough cushion to a field, he says.

On cool-season fields, Roberts rec-
ommends using bluegrass (Adelphi,
Baron, Touchdown, Glade, Merit,
Midnight, Aspen). Bluegrass spreads
by rhizomes. It holds together well
under use and also forms a good sod.
The rhizomes will automatically fill
in divots in the field.

Turf-type tall fescue (Rebel, Houn-
dog, Mustang, Olympic, Falcon, Apache)
doesn’t have the rhizomes found in
bluegrass. Roberts describes it as a
“clump-type” turf. It needs to be seeded

In order to build or maintain a good ath-
letic field, Dr. Eliot Roberts, executive
director of The Lawn Institute, suggests
following these five guidelines:

1. Land—First assess the grade/slope
of the land.

2. Soil—Take core samples to deter-
mine the depth of the topsoil, subsoil,
and rock layer. Determine the mixture of
sand, silt, and clay. To promote drainage,
good fields should be about 85 percent
sand. (See related story foran easy way to
renovate a poorly constructed field)
Check the physical properties of the soil
such as the particle size.

While looking into the soil, consider how
it will work with the installation of drainage,
tile lines, and the irrigation system.

3. Consultant—Bring in a consultant or local extension agent who is
knowledgeable in the design of drainage and irrigation systems. If you
haven'tdetermined the properties of the soil, use the consultant to do that
at the same time.

4. Seed—Select a name seed variety with improved disease and insect
resistance. The turf should be able to compete with weeds and take wear.
Stay away from common varieties and blends.

Bluegrass works best in cool-season grass areas because it spreads by
rhizomes. Turf-type tall fescues are recommended for areas in the transi-
tion zone because of insect resistance and drought tolerance. Ryegrasses
are good for overseeding and repairing.

Most southern states use bermudagrass on athletic fields. Bahiagrass
and kikuyagrass also work in some regions.

5. Maintain—After constructing a good athletic field, maintenance
should not be neglected. Aeration is the number-one priority for any
field. Aeration should be done as often as necessary in the spring and fall,
in five directions, at a 3-inch depth.

Irrigation and cultural treatments can be determined by the soil analy-
sis and turf variety used.

If you have any specific questions, be sure to consult your local exten-

Dr. Eliot Roberts

close together. Despite the fact that it
won't form sod, turf-type tall fescue does
offer improved disease and insect resis-
tance and provides a rugged cover.

Dr. Tom Turner, extension turf
specialist at the University of Mary-
land, says turf-type tall fescues are
best to use in the transition zone.

“In Maryland, we're strongly push-
ing turf-type tall fescues,” he says.
“You have to irrigate bluegrass in
Maryland for it to survive well. It's too
hot and humid in the summer.”

Turner says Maryland is “in a
hotbed of anti-pesticide groups.”
With improved insect resistance, the
turf-type tall fescues offer a good
compromise.

Perennial ryegrass (All*Star, Re-
pel, Manhattan II, Citation II, Fiesta,
Pennant, Derby, Palmer) also doesn't
spread by rhizomes, but, Roberts says,

sion agent. WT&T
bluegrass, but Roberts advises against
mixing it with tall fescues. “The The key to top turf
ryegrass is more aggressive and tends To manage a good athletic field, just

to colonize,” he explains. “It doesn't
make for a uniform surface.”

In warm-season turf regions, bermu-
dagrass is most commonly used on
sports fields. Some gulf coast states use
bahiagrass. Several regions of Southern
California use kikuyugrass, despite the
fact that the Soil Conservation Service
has outlawed it because it spreads into
agricultural crops.

Centipedegrass won't take the
wear of an athletic field. St. Au-
gustinegrass and zoysiagrass get too
thatchy and spongy to work well.

To manage a good athletic field,
just remember:

remember GRASS.

et advice from a professional
consultant or extension agent;

R ev up community support for

the needed budgets or
equipment;

A erate a good field regularly and
often; but, if the field needs
help;
ample the soil and renovate the
field if necessary;

S elect seed carefully, using name
varieties only;

WT&T

it is ideal for overseeding, repairing,
or renovating a field. Several new va-
rieties of ryegrass contain endo-
phytes, which naturally fight insects.

Ryegrass can be blended with

EDITOR'S NOTE: Special thanks to Dr. Fred Grau of the Musser Turfgrass
Foundation and Dr. Eliot Roberts of The Lawn Institute for their time and
effort in providing the WT&T staff with background information used in
this series of articles.
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ARE YOU LIABLE?

The courts are taking a broader view of liability, so conscientious athletic
field managers should be taking daily walks around fields.

he game: Texas Christian Uni-
I versity at Alabama.
The date: October 26, 1974.

The play: TCU's tailback carries
the ball on an end sweep. An Alabama
player pushes the tailback out of
bounds from the front. Another chops
his legs from behind. The tackle flips
the tailback.

End of play.

Former TCU tailback Kent Wal-
drep watches that play over and over
again. Not on videotape, but in his
mind.

That play left him paralyzed from
the neck down.

“I'll remember that moment the
rest of my life,” Waldrep says. “I can
think and visualize exactly what hap-
pened and what I felt like it was yes-
terday.”

What he felt the moment his head
hit the artificial turf was nothing.
Nothing.

Then, within minutes, the tremen-
dous pain started.

He spent a month in an Alabama
hospital, then went to an acute spinal
cord injury center in Houston for
three months. He even became one of
the few Americans permitted to re-
ceive experimental treatments in the
Soviet Union.

Through all the physical pain, Wal-
drep had to endure the emotional
trauma of starting life over in a wheel-
chair.

And, there were more frustrations.
Less than a year after the accident,
TCU officials stated they would no
longer be responsible for his medical
bills. An attorney advised him not to
sue TCU.

But Waldrep did file suit in 1976
against the manufacturer of the ar-
tificial turf in Alabama'’s stadium.

The case was settled out of court in
1984, and, as is common in settle-
ments, he can’t talk about the case,
even to mention the company he
sued. But Sports Illustrated reported
the suit was against American Biltrite,
the manufacturer of Poly-Turf and
the contractors who put it down.

by Heide Aungst, associate editor

/

Kent Waldrep: Paralyzed on
artificial turf.

Although most law suits involving
athletic fields focus on artificial turf
fields, suits on natural fields may not
be far off.

Going to court

Jim Leatzow, senior vice president of
Financial Guardian Insurance, says
field managers need to be aware that
cases involving playgrounds and
parks also affect athletic fields.

“The courts are taking a broader
view of responsibility,” Leatzow
warns. “They hold a degree of liability
and responsibility if someone is hurt
because something is not properly
maintained. The courts will ask, ‘Is
there something that could have been
done to prevent the injury?’ “

Leatzow cites a case involving a
swing set which was set in concrete.
The soft cover around the swing set
had worn away because no one had
maintained it. A child, misusing it,
slid down the end support pipe and
broke his leg. His parents sued and
won a sizeable amount.

Leatzow says it didn't matter if the
child was misusing the equipment.
The court only looked at the fact that
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the child was hurt because the cover-
ing had not been properly maintained.

The same type of suit could happen
because of holes, ruts, and bare spots
on a field from improper mainte-
nance.

Leatzow says the No. 1 precaution
for field managers is common sense.

“By that I mean look for the fore-
seen problem, like equipment which
is not up to snuff,” he explains. “Make
sure the field is properly lighted, no
lights are burned out.”

Besides the mechanics of a field,
the actual field condition is important.
Eliminating hard bare spots, holes,
and rocks in the field should be a pri-
mary concern. Poor drainage is also a
major problem. If someone were to
sink into a spot, twist and break a leg, a
field manager could become the cen-
ter of a lawsuit.

““All you have to do is walk
around,” Leatzow says. “You should
be making daily inspections of all ath-
letic facilities.”

Critics say the responsibility for an
injury on a natural turf field would be
too difficult to prove. But Leatzow
points to the Deep-Pocket Theory.

The theory, more formally known
as The Doctrine of Joint and Several
Liability, allows an injured party to
collect regardless of whom is at
fault.

An example of this occured in
California when a drunk driver, rac-
ing to cross railroad tracks before a
train, ran off the road and into a gas
station. The station exploded, injur-
ing a man in a nearby phone booth.

The man sued. He collected from
the phone company.

Profit motivated

In the case of artificial turf, it may take
anactual court case to get standards or
improvements, but even out-of-court
settlements impact on liability insur-
ance.

“The vast majority of cases never
get to court,” Leatzow says. “The in-
surance industry is profit motivated.
For that reason, it’s more expedient at



times to settle out of court, rather than
fighting the case on principle.”

In the Halbrook case, college base-
ball player Scott Halbrook hit his head
on Monsanto's AstroTurf (see accom-
panying story), allegedly causing his
death. Monsanto assistant general
counsel Frank Vible says the com-
pany offered a settlement in Sep-
tember, 1985, for purely economic
reasons.

“It was not an admission of guilt,”
Vible says. “We felt that the econom-
ics indicated that it would be a
lengthy trial and there would be a lot
of sympathy for the plaintiff.”

Dan Holland, attorney for the
Halbrook family, says they decided to
accept the settlement because Mon-
santo offered enough money.

“None of us will ever know if we
made the right decision,” adds Alan
Halbrook, Scott's father. “But I got the
information I went after.”

Opponents of artificial turf say it
will take a well-publicized case
which actually goes to court before
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Insurance expert Jim Leatzow says
athletic turf managers are liable for
injuries on natural turf.

anything will be done about the prob-
lems with artificial turf. Most of the
cases are settled out of court with a
non-disclosure clause.

No choice but to settle
Waldrep feels he had no choice but to
settle. When TCU cut off its financial

PING FIELDS SAFE

support, Waldrep was left without medi-
cal insurance. The bills had to be paid.

“I couldn’t afford to go to court and
lose,"” he says of his decision to settle.
“I wish it could have been me. It was
an extremely hard decision...almost
like giving up, and I've never given up
on anything in my life.”

Although Waldrep's and
Halbrook's cases were serious, a vast
number of lawsuits today aren’t. Leat-
zow feels there should be an incentive
not to sue frivolously. In Europe, if
someone sues and loses the case, the
loser is then responsible for the other
party's attorney’s fees.

Without such incentives, athletic
field managers need to be extra cau-
tious about properly maintaining an
athletic field.

Rash lawsuits could make it diffi-
cult for schools to get liability insur-
ance. Not having insurance could
put some sports programs in
jeopardy.

As the old adage goes, **An ounce
of prevention...” WT&T

One wheelchair is too many

by Dr. Kent Kurtz

“Why is it that people wait until
someone gets hurt to fix a playing
field?”

Jeff Wishard, 26, speaks from his
wheelchair:

“Neither the doctors, coaches nor
my teammates are really sure how my
accident happened. One theory is
that, on impact, my head may have
been forced down into the ground.

“The practice field was in real poor
condition. That particular field was
used for many activities other than
football, and was extremely hard. The
only maintenance to the field was a
weekly mowing.

“When the field was wet, it was
muddy. During the hot, dry weather
in the fall, the surface was hard and
traction was very poor. It was com-
parable to the farmer’s field adjacent

Jeff Wishard: “Neither the doctors,
coaches nor my teammates are
really sure how the accident
happened. One theory is that, on
impact, my head may have been
forced down into the ground.”
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to the school.”

Some people are beginning to ques-
tion whether the satisfaction of mak-
ing a desperation tackle or scoring a
touchdown is really worth the risk of
becoming a paraplegic or quadri-
plegic.

The incidence of catastrophic inju-
ries (those that result in permanent
spinal cord disability) is not large
when based upon player populations
of 100,000. Data indicate that, in 1984,
1.575 million football young men
played college and high school foot-
ball, but only 0.38 percent were in-
jured severely. Most spinal injuries
occur during regular games to defen-
sive players, and the majority are as-
sociated with blocking and tackling.

Such is the case of young Wishard,
who suffered through a football field
injury which has left him a quad-
riplegic.

Wishard lives in Davis, Ill. (pop.
550). Parents Ron and Sandy own an
automotive body shop and gasoline

Dr. Kent Kurtz, executive secretary of
STMA, is a WT&T advisor.
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station. His mother works for an op-
tometrist. The Wishards are a typical
hard-working, middle class Mid-
western family who are well-liked
and very active in the community.
When Wishard was injured 11
years ago, the family was not prepared
for the hospital bills, the special care
required, the anxiety that followed or
the weeks, months, and years of learn-
ing to adjust to a new kind of life.

Tragedy strikes

On Oct. 15, 1975, the Dakota High
School freshman/sophomore football
team was going through a normal

Some people are
beginning to question
whether the satisfaction
of making a desperation
tackle or scoring a
touchdown is really
worth the risk of
becoming a paraplegic
or quadriplegic.

practice session.

Wishard recalls the day vividly.

“We had just finished our cal-
isthenics on the Dakota practice field
and our coach, Jeff Clark, was con-
ducting what was called the ‘ham-
burger’ drill,” he recalls. ‘“As the
defensive player, | was supposed to
jump up (from the ground), turn
around and tackle the offensive
player. On my first attempt, I slipped
on the hard, bare soil surface and by
the time I recovered the offensive
player had gotten passed me.”

The coach told Wishard to try
again.

“All I can remember from my sec-
ond attempt is falling to the ground in
pain and calling for the coach.Ilaid on
my back while my helmet, socks and
shoes were being removed. I knew
something serious was wrong and I
think the coach and team manager
knew I had a broken neck. When they
ran a pencil along the bottom of my
feet to see if  had any sensations and |
didn't, they called an ambulance.”

In the next few hours, he went
from hospital to hospital. Wishard re-
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members seeing his mother at Free-
port Hospital.

“When I awoke again, I was being
transported to Rockford Memorial
Hospital. During the ride, the shock
subsided and I hurt real bad. My fa-
ther was waiting at the Rockford hos-
pital, and I'll never forget the shocked
expression on his face. He was as
white as a ghost,” recalls Wishard.

Wishard soon learned that he had a
broken neck, several fractured cer-
vical vertebrae and would probably
be a quadriplegic the rest of his life.

Wishard's injury seemed to bring
more parents out to Dakota football
games during the fall of 1975—per-
haps because parents became more
concerned or aware of their youth’s
welfare. They might have wanted to
make sure their sons were receiving
adequate instruction on the basic
football fundamentals.

No better today

The maintenance of football fields in
the Northwest Illinois Conference has
not been upgraded or improved sig-
nificantly since the Wishard injury.

Eleven years later, inspection of
the Dakota High School football prac-
tice and game fields reveals hard,
compacted surfaces, several grassy
and broadleaf weeds and a mainten-
ance program geared to a weekly
mowing. Watering, fertilizing, aerify-
ing, weeding, and the introduction of
new turf-type grasses is apparently
non-existent,

Minor injuries, and some serious
such as broken legs or arms, twisted
ankles, broken knuckles and knee in-
juries continue at Dakota and other
conference schools because of rough
terrain and poor quality turf.

Two prominent researchers feel
that catastrophic football injuries may
never be completely eliminated. Buta
united effort involving coaches, play-
ers, administrators, researchers, phy-
sicians, trainers and equipment
manufacturers is required to identify
the problems and then take the neces-
sary preventative measures.

Hope for tomorrow

The purpose of the Sports Turf Mana-
ger’s Association (STMA)is to provide
knowledge and education to improve
athletic field conditions throughout
the United States, Canada and other
countries. STMA is making a con-
certed effort to get grounds super-
visors and personnel to become
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members and to join forces to combat
unsafe athletic facilities everywhere
by providing quality fields for the
youth and athletes.

STMA would like every athletic
field manager to come together to
solve problems, learn about new ideas
and techniques, and find ways to fur-
ther reduce severe athletic injuries.

STMA has long advocated that the
easiest way to reduce injuries is to
provide a well-turfed practice facility
and game field. Selecting and using
the adapted turfgrass species, fertiliz-
ing often enough and correctly,
providing adequate water for the
turfgrass plant, mowing at the correct
height, and aerifying and topdressing
to encourage deeper roots, a more re-
silient surface and a non-compacted
soil medium can go a long way toward
reducing sports-related injuries.

WT&T
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Preventing,
not promoting,
the injury

by Ken Kuhajda, managing editor

high school football player
A suffers a serious injury; not an

abrasion or a bump. He tears
up his knee.

His parents in the stands don't give
a second thought to the condition of
the natural grass field. After all, their
son is hurt.

But would that player have been
injured so seriously if the field were in
better condition?

Data on whether a field’s condition
contributes to an injury is hard to find.
At the playground, grade school, and
high school levels, there haven’t been
many studies conducted.

“It's one of those things people just
don’t want to talk about,” says Dr.
Eliot Roberts, director of The Lawn
Institute. “If there is a tie-in between
field conditions and a young person’s
injury, it's not discussed much. The
school systems just have too many
other problems.”

Adds Dr. Bill Knoop, Texas Agri-
cultural Extension Service turfgrass
specialist: “Some people don't want to
document the relationship between
field conditions and injuries because
of the liability question.”
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Educating turf managers is one of
the goals of the Musser Foundation.
Ads like this help.

However, one well-known study
suggests that yes, the field's condition
does make a difference in the number
and severity of injuries.

Revealing research

Penn State University performed a
study in 1983 that found roughly 20
percent of all football injuries (in four
categories) sustained by Pennsyl-
vania high school players could have
been “prevented or perhaps rendered
less severe by more favorable field
conditions.”

Penn State extension agronomist
Dr. John Harper II notes that most of
the injuries judged to be related to
field conditions involved the lower
extremities (the hip/leg, knee, and
ankle/foot).

The study concludes: “The results
indicating that one of five injuries
may be field-related should be an in-
centive to construct and maintain
high quality playing surfaces."”

Another study had similar find-
ings. Carol Ann Comly studied 10
Pennsylvania high schools in 1981 to
determine the specific cause of some
35,000 injuries recorded at the
schools. (See Chart, p. 26.)

Dr. James Garrick, director of San
Francisco’s Center for Sports Medi-
cine at St. Francis Hospital, agrees
that field condition does make a dif-
ference. But he adds an asterisk.

“I suspect it does, but it's awfully
difficult to sort out.” Garrick suggests
there's a give-and-take trade-off on all
surfaces.
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““People complain about fields
being too hard, but a player’s cleats
don't get down into the hard field so
there's less locking and less twisting-
type injuries,” he says. “But there are
problems with bumps and bruises so
it’s sort of a trade off. By the same
token, a good grass field will allow the
cleats to escape if you put pressure on
the foot,” thereby causing fewer inju-
ries, he says.

However, Garrick notes, “I think
most people will agree that a well-
maintained natural field is the best
surface.”

Practice fields worse

There's little doubt that improper
maintenance is contributing to the
problem. Harper and colleagues com-
pared playing conditions on practice
and game fields at 12 secondary
schools in Pennsylvania and found
practice fields were used far more yet
maintained far less.

The study reported just 25 percent
of the practice fields and 75 percent of
the game fields were aerified to re-
lieve compaction.

Little fertilizer was used on either
practice or game fields. Not one school
reported using herbicides on its prac-
tice field.

“We know how to grow the grass to
provide the reliable footing needed by
athletes,” says The Lawn Institute’s
Roberts. “The bad fields can be cor-
rected without a lot of expense. The
fields just need to improve a little each
year.”

Free information
In Texas, Knoop provides many high
schools with football field mainte-
nance information at no charge. He
says the injury rate of participating
schools has dipped.

“The testimony of the coaches I've
worked with indicate that as their
fields improve, the number of injuries
decrease,” says Knoop. “I have sev-
eral coaches who've not had serious
injuries in years because of the good
field conditions. Some of the coaches
at smaller schools tell me they
couldn’t put a team on the field be-
cause they had so many injuries be-
fore they went on our program.”

“There's no doubt in my mind”
that a field's condition plays a role in
injuries, says Comly, now a physical
therapist. “As a (athletic) trainer, one
of the first things you do is go out onto
the field ahead of the team and look
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for potential trouble spots,” she notes.

Adds Roberts: “It's my strong opin-
ion that field condition is a major fac-
tor in injuries. The evidence is there,
but the problem is not being able to
document.”

Slow-moving research

Roberts began researching the rela-
tionship of good turf to fewer injuries
in 1964 while at lowa State University.
Since that time, there have been few
studies on the subject.

There is much research available
on the increased injury rate on syn-
thetic surfaces. Never has a study re-
vealed fewer injuries sustained on
synthetic surfaces, says Garrick.

(The average career span of an NFL
player has dwindled from 4.2 to 3.6
years, according to a survey by the
NFL Players’ Association. Seventeen
of the 28 teams play on synthetic turf.)
However, research on the conditions
of natural turf fields and injuries has
moved at a snail’s pace. “It's been
going on a long time but not much
progress has been made. We need to
educate the people taking care of the
fields, we have to convince people
that we need improved fields,” says
Roberts.

“Even if you eliminate just one per-
cent of the injuries, it's worth it.” WT&T

For more
information...

National Sports Turf Council
Musser Int’l. Turfgrass Found.
Fred Grau, Ph.D., chairman
P.O. Box AA

College Park, MD 20740

Kent Kurtz, Ph.D., exec. secretary
1458 North Euclid Ave.
Ontario, CA 91764

The Lawn Institute

Eliot Roberts, Ph.D., exec. dir.
P.O. Box 108

Pleasant Hill, TN 38578
Financial Guardian Insurance
Jim Leatzow, senior vice-pres.
700 E. Butterfield Rd., Suite 100
Lombard, IL 60148
1-800-323-3355.

The booklet Athletic Fields—
Specification Outline, Construction
and Maintenance is available from:
John C. Harper II, Ph.D.
Department of Agronomy
Penn State University
University Park, PA 16802




