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THE COALITION FOR SMALL WHEEL VEHICLE SAFETY:

 POSITION PAPER ON HELMET USE WHEN OPERATING 

SMALL WHEELED VEHICLES
BACKGROUND

1 in 10 emergency department visits for in-line skating injuries were for injuries to the head and face, according to data obtained from 15 hospitals participating in the Canadian Hospitals Injury Reporting and Prevention Program (CHIRPP). These injuries can be reduced if participants wear helmets as they are known to protect against serious head injuries (Thompson, Rivara & Thompson, 1996).   

 By 2000, the US Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) reported a 700 percent increase in emergency room visits for scooter injuries with 90 percent of these injuries being to children under 15 years of age.  Many of the reported injuries could have been prevented had the child been wearing protective equipment, including a helmet. Helmets, if worn correctly, can be instrumental in reducing serious head injuries. 

Although some Canadian provinces have a form of legislation making wearing helmets mandatory while riding a bicycle, not all provinces have followed suit.  The importance of mandatory helmet legislation can be illustrated in terms of head injury reduction.  According to MacPherson et al. (2002), those provinces that have mandatory helmet legislation for bicycle riders have shown an overall reduction in head injury rates when compared to provinces that do not have such legislation.    

A CALL FOR ACTION

Recent deaths and a number of severe brain injuries attributed to individuals operating small wheeled vehicles without helmets combined with the lack of education regarding helmets and brain injuries, has resulted in the Brain Association of BC (BABC) issuing a ‘Call for Action’ to government, parents, youth and manufacturers. As a result of this ‘Call for Action’ the Coalition for Small Wheel Vehicle Safety was formed.  Small wheeled vehicles (SWV) include skateboards, roller skates, in-line skates and scooters.

COALITION MEMBERS

The Coalition is comprised of representatives from BABC, the Ministry of Health, GF Strong Acquired Brain Injury Program, the City of Port Moody, BC Injury Prevention Centre, BC Injury Research & Prevention Unit (BCIRPU), Fraser Valley Brain Injury Association, Vancouver Island Head Injury Society, Lower Mainland Brain Injury Association, South Surrey RCMP, family members of people with injuries and consumers.  In addition, an important advocate on the Coalition is Steven Elder, father of Matthew Elder, a South Surrey teen who died June 19, 2002 from a skateboarding fall.  Although Matthew usually wore a helmet, he was not wearing one at the time of his fall. 

GOAL OF THE COALITION
The Coalition’s goal is to reduce the overall number of injuries – including brain injuries – to individuals operating scooters, in-line skates, roller skates and skateboards.  In a preliminary scan of available literature, the Coalition found that 5% of all injuries resulting from small wheel vehicle incidents are to the head.  Although trauma to the head represents the lowest number of injuries in these incidents, the reality is that brain injuries are the most likely to be fatal.  Brain injuries have the greatest economic burden on society and/or often result in families and individuals living with lifelong, devastating outcomes.  Given the effectiveness of bike helmet legislation, we know our current goal can be achieved through a combination of: 

· education

· provincial helmet legislation

· municipal by-laws for mandatory helmet use when operating a small wheeled vehicle on roadways and sidewalks or in skateboard parks

FACTS

· More often then not, injuries are sustained from falls, hitting a stationary object, or running into a bike or a pedestrian, rather than from a collision with a motor vehicle (Canada Safety Council).
· Nova Scotia amended its Motor Vehicle Act making it unlawful to operate a SWV without wearing a helmet.  It is the only province to do this to date. 
· The City of Port Moody and the District of North Vancouver in British Columbia have adopted bylaws governing the wearing of helmets when using a SWV in their districts.
· There are currently no CSA standards for in-line skating, scooter, skateboarding, skiing or snowboarding helmets.

· Youth incentive programs are being used to increase awareness of helmets and to positively reinforce the wearing of helmets.

OUR AREAS OF CONCERN 

· Helmets are seen as “uncool” by some young people.
· Education to parents and young people about the importance of helmets and how to wear them correctly is lacking.
· Helmet standards are lacking (e.g., CSA approval,  etc.)
· The media and magazine industry often show a lack of responsibility regarding the promotion of helmets and safe use of SWV (e.g., by showing unsafe practices in their publications).
· The use of bike helmets for all sports-related activities is not recommended. Sport specific helmets should be used.  Availability and information for users are two areas of concern.
· Education about the difference between single-impact helmets and multiple-impact helmets is required.
RECOMMENDATIONS

For Parents

1. Children under the age of 8 years old should have adult supervision while operating a small wheeled vehicle. 

2. Parents should ensure their child is educated on how to assess traffic accurately and understands the rules of the road, and that he/she knows to skate, blade or ride within his/her ability and skill level.

For Individuals  

3. Operators of skateboards, scooters, in-line skates, and roller skates should wear elbow pads, knee pads and helmets that fit properly and have the straps done up at all times.

4. Skateboarders and in-line skaters should wear multi-impact helmets specifically designed for these activities. Helmets for these activities should be replaced if cracked or dented or after a significant impact.   Bike helmets should be replaced after a crash or every five years.

For Communities

5. Communities should continue to develop skateboard parks, playgrounds, roller rinks, pathways and parks to encourage people to ride in rather than the streets.

For Government

6. An amendment should be made to the British Columbia Motor Vehicle Act to include mandatory, approved safety standard, helmet use on public roadways when operating a skateboard, scooter, in-line skates, roller skates or any other small wheeled device.

7. The Provincial Government must ensure that the existing bike and motorcycle helmet laws and future laws pertaining to helmet use are enforced. 

Other

8. The Canadian Standards Association (CSA) should develop standards for in-line skating, scooter, and skateboarding helmets.

CONCLUSION

The intent of this position paper is to offer comment and support for provincial legislation and municipal bylaws for mandatory helmet use by operators of skateboards, in-line skates, roller skates, scooters or any other small wheeled device.  Through education, awareness, legislation and bylaw enforcement, the goal of reducing the number of injuries, including brain injuries, in British Columbia can be achieved.

