Where Did I Leave My Toes?
By April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs

There’s so much to love about summer – the beach, the sun, warm weather and long days. Mowing the grass usually doesn’t rank too high on the list, but it has to be done. The only thing worse than interrupting an afternoon of good times to take care of this chore is losing a toe or two in the process. A third class petty officer found this out the hard way last summer, when he was dutifully tackling a yard full of crabgrass. He came to a downhill slope and the mower got stuck. He tried to plant his left foot on the back of the mower but he slipped and shoved the mower forward. This caused the back of the mower to lift and his big toe and part of another were sheared off by the still-spinning blade. He wasn’t wearing boots, but if he has any interest in keeping the other eight toes, he probably will when he mows the grass this year.
The American Academy of Pediatrics reports that nearly 70,000 people a year wind up in hospital emergency rooms due to lawnmower injuries and nearly 10,000 of those are children.
According to the Naval Safety Center’s website, a lawnmower blade can travel at speeds of up to 200 miles per hour. When materials such as toys, stones, and sticks encounter the blade, they too can travel 200 mph as they leave the discharge chute. That’s why the blade isn’t the only danger.

In addition to cutting and projectile dangers, mowers also cause burns. The muffler and cylinder head heat up during operation and remain hot for a while after the engine has been shut off.
However, these risks don’t give you an excuse to stay inside where it’s air conditioned and let your grass grow up to the rooftop. Mowing the lawn can be accomplished without mishap as long as you follow a few simple precautions.

1. Prepare your lawn for mowing.  This mean checking for sticks, rocks, toys, sports equipment, dog bones, and anything else that might be hiding in tall grass. Also look for immovable objects such as pipes and partially buried rocks or tree roots. Running into objects like these could shatter the mower’s blade and send chunks of metal flying.

2. Handle fuel with caution.  Never fill the tank when the mower is hot. Vapors from the gasoline can be ignited by a hot muffler. Wipe up any spills.

3. Wear appropriate clothes.  Close-fitting clothes are less likely to get caught on moving parts. Long pants and sturdy shoes protect you from flying objects. Shoes should also provide good traction. Consider hearing protection when mowing for long periods of time.
4. Make sure other people – especially children – are clear of the area.

5. Do not mow wet grass. It’s slippery, which could cause you to lose traction. Wet grass also clogs the discharge chute and can cause the engine to stall. 

6. Use care on inclines. Always push walk-behind mowers across slopes to avoid coming in contact with the mower. Drive riding mowers up and down slopes.

7. Never leave a running mower unattended. 

For more information, contact the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission’s website at http://www.cpsc.gov/.

