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ARE SCHOOL PLAYGROUNDS SAFE?

ecent media reports
R indicate that approx-

imately 10,000 children
per year in Canada require med-
ical treatment as the result of
playground equipment injuries.
Those statistics did not distin-
guish between school and
municipal playgrounds, and
dealt with the more severe
injuries requiring hospital
emergency treatment. OSBIE
received approximately 28,000
playground incident reports in
1997 for Ontario alone, out of
which an estimated 1,200
would have been serious
enough to require medical
attention.

The focus of this special edi-
tion of The Oracle is to use
the principles of risk manage-
ment to analyse OSBIE's play-
ground claim and incident
report data,identify the risk
exposures, and to examine the
alternative risk management
techniques that are available to
you. Because each school
board is unique, the selection
and implementation of the
appropriate risk management
technique(s) will have to take
place at the school board level.
OSBIE staff would be pleased
to assist any school board
with developing an implemen-
tation plan.
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FACTS & FIGURES
So, where are the injuries coming from on
your playgrounds?

As previously noted, OSBIE
processed approximately
28,000 incident reports in 1997
resulting from playground
injuries. Although many of
these injuries were minor,and
most of the incidents resulted
from “free play”activities, we
were able to isolate the number

of incidents that related specifi-
cally to playground equipment
(Exhibit 1). Although we
believe that many equipment
incidents are incorrectly report-
ed as “Schoolyard”, it does give
us a good indication of where
the problem areas are, and con-
firms the trend observed in our
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claims data.Using actual claims
information, we know that
most playground claims costs
are the result of injuries sus-
tained from climbers, swings
and slides. Between 1987-1997,
playground injuries cost OSBIE
members approximately $3.6
Million.




As Exhibit 2 indicates, over 63%
of playground-related claims
costs resulted from injuries on
the climber alone, totalling $2.3
Million.

Based on the information illus-
trated in Exhibit 3, many of
these climber claims could
have been avoided. About one
quarter of these claims costs
resulted from equipment fail-
ure or defects which should
have been spotted in daily
inspection routines by school
staff. Another 16% of the claims
costs were attributable to poor
maintenance of the equipment.
When you add in the claims
costs resulting from poor super-

vision practices and unsafe use
(User Error),about two thirds
(66%) of the claims costs for
climber injuries were affected
in some way by Human
Element Factors - employees
failing to follow policies and
procedures for inspection,
maintenance, supervision or
safety instruction/enforcement
on the safe use of the equip-
ment. With education and
enforcement of board policies
and procedures, these claims
costs could have been avoided
or significantly reduced. More
importantly, these children
would not have

been injured.

OSBIE Playground Equipment Injuries I
Incurred Claims - 1987 - 1997

RISK MANAGEMENT
STRATEGIES

- What Can You Do?

There are three main cate-
gories of Risk Management
strategies that can be applied
to almost any situation:

(1) Risk Avoidance

(2) Risk Minimization
(3) Risk Acceptance
Since the third strategy of Risk
Acceptance deals with situa-

tions where a very low proba-
bility of loss ex1sts it docs not

This strategy is verys

place, there is absol

Risk Minimization:
This strategy is on-going and
involves considerably more
effort than Risk Avoidance. Risk
Minimization often takes the
form of loss prevention, in that
rules and procedures are set
out to minintize the risk of a
loss (pre-loss strategies), or to
limit the scvcrfly of a loss if it
does occur (post-loss strate-
gies), for a given activity.

One of the assumptions of this
strategy is that the befefits of
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equipment, you can re-state™=
this principle to say: “If there
are no climbers on the play-

(18.2%)

(14.2%)
ground, then it is impossible to
Exhibit 2  have an injury /loss resulting
from the use of a climber.”
‘ OSBIE Climber Injuries - by Cause of Loss I Removing existing climbers or
Incurred Claims - 1087 - 1997 avoiding new installations of
climbers on playgrounds would
(24.8%) be considered a risk avoidance g
stategy. With respect to play '
(2.2%) (16.1%) _ ) ) equipment and to climbers in
B Maintenance Itis recognized that choosing  particular, the following are
= Equipment this strategy is not always possi-  examples of risk minimization
(20.1%) - Lo ble or practical. However,itis  strategies:
toox) | o m the most effective way of avoid-
B User Error ing claims, and should be used
B CollObject for any high-risk activity.
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Pre-Loss:

v Inspect playground
eqmpment gasly/week

Y
v’ Conduct a certified

inspection at least
annually

v’ Maintain equipment
properly

&’ Maintain ground
cover to proper
epth

v’ Ensure new equip-
ment meets CSA-
7614-98 standards

v’ Retrofit or remove
equipment that
does not comply with
CSA-Z614-98

v’ Safety training for

students

v’ Train yard supérvi-
sors on sofely
rules/prohlbliad

activities

v Enforce pfaygrognd

sa el‘ymes %

number

B

Aic ralnmg for
eachers and yard
supervisors

Emergency proce-
dures for ambulance

v’ Take pictures of the
scene as soon as
possible

v/ Complete Incident
Report Form

v Advise teachers not
to admit liability for
any accident

v’ Designate an official
news media
spokesperson.

v Ensure udequcfe %

RISK MANAGEMENT

STRATEGIES

The Canadian Standard Assoc-
iation Guidelines for Children’s
Playstructures has evolved
from a“Guideline” to a Standard
as of 1998. There has been a
harmonization of the American
and Canadian standards into
the National Standard of
Canada on “Children’s Play

»spaces and Equipment”,

All playground equipment in
the Province should meet the
new Standard and there should
be plans in place to bring cur-
rent playground equipment to
standard over a period of time.
It is recommended that all
Boards have a copy of the
Standard and have a Policy in
place that new equipment
meet the Standard. A copy of
the Standard may be obtained
from:

Canadian Standards
Association, 178 Rexdale

Boulevard, Etobicoke,
Ontario M9W 1R3.

- Playgrounds

DONATED
EQUIPMENT:

School Boards should not
accept donated playground
equipment, unless it meets CSA
standards, or can be brought to
standard when it is installed.

Playstructures should be
installed by the manufacturer.
This will ensure the manu-
facturer’s warranty on the
equipment, and liability for the
installation.

Volunteer installations are risky
in that there is the potential for
injury to volunteers working
on the installation. The school
board does not carry accident
insurance or Workers' Comp-
ensation- type of insurance for
volunteers, thus leaving the
board open to suits alleging
negligence in the installation
process.

It will be incumbent on the
board to ensure that volunteer

workers are working in accor-
dance with Health & Safety reg-
ulations. This will include such
things as the volunteers wear-
ing appropriate protective
equipment. Volunteers should
sign disclaimers holding the
board harmless for injuries they
suffer on the project.

Boards will assume liability for
any volunteer installations.
Claims that result because of an
improper installation will not
be covered by the manufactur-
er’s liability insurance. If you
do permit a volunteer installa-
tion,a manufacturer’s inspec-
tion following a volunteer
installation is highly recom-
mended.

INSPECTIONS:

Playstructures require inspec-
tions - daily - weekly - annually.

Daily: This is a walk-through
inspection, each morning, prior
to the children’s arrival.

The teacher/principal/custo-
dian is looking for overnight
vandalism to the structure
itself, or harmful debris under
the structure, such as broken
glass, syringes, etc. Does the
groundcover require raking to
ensure a resilient base to cush-
ion falls? This walk- through
should be logged, and action
taken documented.

Weekly:The weekly inspec-
tion would be conducted by
the custodian, or other Plant
personnel. It would entail
checking for loose bolts, wear-
ing on chains or swing seats,
etc.,and the general security of
the structure.




These weekly inspections
should be logged, and the
action documented. If a weak-
ness is identified in a structure
and it cannot be immediately
repaired, the equipment should
be removed from service until
repairs can be made.

Annually: It is recommended
that an annual professional
inspection be conducted on all
playstructures. There are a
number of companies that have
the expertise to provide the
inspections, which will mea-
sure the Board’s equipment
against the CSA Standards, and
provide written reports of their
findings.

Currently courses are being
offered to certify inspectors,
and some Boards may wish to
send staff to become eertified
inspectors to enable them to
conduct the annual inspections
and make recommendations to
ensure all equipment meets the
Standard.

GROUND COVER:

One of the most common prob-
lems identified in the loss con-
trol site inspections OSBIE
conducts through the IAO is
insufficient ground cover. The
CSA Standards set out a variety
of options for ground cover. It
is the depth of ground cover
that is important, and it should
be recognized that ground
cover must be replenished as it
gets dispersed through play. It
is important to create a resilient
surface to mitigate injuries due
to falls. The CSA Standard con-
tains a chart of recommended
materials and the recom-
mended depth. Schoolboards
should refer to it and follow it

as it relates to the playground
dimensions at that site.

CLIMBERS
Safety VS
Freedom

As discussed in a previous
article in this special edition of
The Oracle, climbers account
for about two thirds of the
incurred claims costs for play-
ground injuries OSBIE mem-
bers have had to pay for the
1987-97 time period - about
$2.3 Million!

RISK MANAGEMENT TIPS:
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Although the removal of any
equipment that poses an
unusually high risk of injury
should always be the first
choice for any risk manager,
there are alternatives. However,
implementing these alterna-
tives may impose restrictions
on the “free-spirit” of play asso-
ciated with this equipment.
Considering the claims costs -
and more important, the
injuries - we feel that this is a
small sacrifice to ensure a safe
playing environment for stu-
dents.

If removing the climber is not
an option, then risk manage-
ment becomes paramount. The
following list,although not
exhaustive, contains some of
the major risk management tips
to help ensure student safety
while using climbers:
® ensure equipment has been

professionally installed

® implement and monitor
good maintenance procedures

® use simplified climber designs
that are close to the ground

® ensure ground cover is main
tained to proper depth
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*® train yard supervisors on
playground safety rules and
enforce them

® train students on safe play
practices

® limit number and age of
students on play structure

PLAYGROUNDS
AND RISK
MANAGEMENT

Since over 50% of the incident
reports received by OSBIE in
the past 5 years were the result
of playground injuries, it is easy
to apply the basic principles of
risk management to these types
of occurrences. As with many
risk management strategies,
there is often very little cost,
and simply following a well-
written procedure is the main
step in preventing most
injuries.

The following recommend-
ations are not all-inclusive, and
are intended as minimum stan-
dards for school boards to
incorporate into their policies
and procedures.




