Bleacher

en you think of bleachers, you usually
Whi nk about Little League games, skating
rinks, and other fun times. For some,

though, those fun timeshave cometo atragic halt.

In January 1999, for example, a6-year-old boy
waswatching hisbig brother warm up ontheicefor
ahockey game. Ashewalked toward hismomto
get money for the concession stand, he dlipped and
fell though alarge gap (about 15 inches) between the
seat and the floorboard. Helanded headfirst ona
concretefloor after dropping 8 feet and suffered a
head injury that eventudly killed him.
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Bleachers such as these are

hazardous to children.

In separateincidents afew weekslater, a2-
year-old girl suffered aconcussion and broken arm,
and a5-year-old boy fractured hisskull when they
fell from bleachers. Theseinjurieswerefollowed by
another death six months after the 6-year-old boy
had died. Thistime, thevictimwasa3-year-old girl.

Arethese cases arare circumstance? Not, if
you look at the statisticsreported by the U.S.
Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC).

According to the CPSC, 10 people died between
1980 and 1999 from bleacher falls. Of those deaths,
four were children under the age of 15. From 1991
through 1999, the annua number of bleacher-related
injuriestreated in emergency roomsacrossthe
country averaged morethan 19,000. In 1999 alone,
22,100 injuriesweretreated in emergency rooms,
and about 6,100 of them weretheresult of aperson
falling from or through the bleachers. Nearly 5,000
of those casesinvolved children 15 yearsold or
younger.

State lawmakersin Minnesotareacted to the
rash of bleacher problemsin their state [ three of the
four mishaps cited earlier occurred in Minne-
sota] by passing alaw requiring that gaps between
seats and floorboardsin new bleachers—5 feet or
higher—be no morethan 4 inches. Asan alternative,
safety netting can be used in gapslarger than 4

Ashore



dangers

These bleachers are much
safer for children.

vertical guardrailsaong their perimeter, with no

morethan 4 inches between the seats and guardrails.

Old bleachers must beretrofitted to meet the same
standard.

School digtricts, cities, counties, and park dis-
tricts, however, complain that the law causes consid-
erable expense. Asnoted by one Minnesotarepre-
sentative, local public schoolsface $50,000in
bleacher repairs. In response, he has suggested
waysto makethe staterestrictionsless costly. His
proposalsareto exempt some bleachers, extend the
deadlinefor compliance, and exempt collegesand
universitiesatogether.

A St. Paul attorney isappalled the Minnesota
Legidatureisconsidering any measuresthat would
weaken thelaw. Thisisthe same attorney who was
inthe bleachers, watching hisown son play hockey,
when the 6-year-old boy fell to hisdeath. Afterward,
he hel ped persuade the Minnesota L egidlatureto
passthe nation’sfirst bleacher-safety law.

Lawmakers have been unableto agreeon a
timetablefor compliancewith thenew law. The
MinnesotaHouse voted to extend the deadlinefrom
Jan. 1, 2001 to July 1, 2001, and the Senate has
voted to extend it even farther—to July 1, 2002. The
matter of enforcement alsoisupintheair. As

Fall 2001

inches. Thelaw aso statesthat bleachers must have

written, thelaw will forcefacility operatorsto police
themsalves.

The CPSCisinthe processof developing
national guidelinesfor retrofitting bleachersthat will
be stricter than those outlined in Minnesota'slaw.
Manufacturers, members of Congress, and parents
of childreninjured or killed in bleacher fallsgathered
for aroundtable discussion with CPSC officialslast
year. Among those parents present was the father of
al0-year-old girl who sustained life-threatening
injuriesthreeyearsago. Shefell through a13-inch
gap inthefloorboards of the bleachersat ahigh
school in PrinceWilliam County, Va

The 10-year-old sat beside her father during the
CPSC discussion, holding a12-inchruler, which, as
sheexplained, spelled the difference between her life
and death. Shelanded 12 inchesfrom aconcrete
pillar.

Guiddinesfor bleacher safety should (and prob-
ably will) become mandated nationwide. B
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