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
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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



