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Farm Safety: It won’t happen to me 
 
The Situation 
Nationally, farming is considered the most 
dangerous occupation, more dangerous than 
mining, working in the oilfield or over the road 
haulers.  According to NDSU Agriculture and 
Biosystems Engineering statistics, an average 375 
farmers and 113 children die from accidents on U.S. 
farms each year.  Farm related accidents happen all 
too often, even in a rural state like North Dakota.  In 
2015, North Dakota reported 56 farm machines 
being rear-ended on public roadways. With a 
growing disconnection between the general public 
and agriculture, accident numbers involving farm 
equipment are likely to increase.  
 
The United States Department of Labor (USDOL) 
Fair Labor Standards Act of 1968 established the 
age for employment in agriculture as 16 years of 
age or 14 years of age with special training. With 
proper training, youth can operate farm equipment 
over 20 horsepower and be employed for 
agricultural operation beyond the family farm.  
 
Extension Response 
NDSU Extension Agent Rick Schmidt established 
Tractor Safety School to educate youth on safe 
handling of tractors and other farm equipment to 
reduce accidents and to certify participants to allow 
them to work on farms and ranches.  Schmidt has 
hosted the Safety School for 22 years, and 
approximately 300 youth have completed the 
course. 
 
The most recent Tractor Safety School was held as 
a three-day course at the North Dakota 4-H Camp 
from May 31 through June 2, 2016.  This year was 
our largest camp with 21 youth ages 13 to 15 
completing the course.   
 
Topics at the Safety School included rules of the 
road, equipment maintenance, how to perform 
safety inspections, connecting and disconnecting 
equipment, minimizing distractions, working with 
power equipment, other topics.  Ten hours of 
classroom learning was augmented with hands-on 
behind the wheel instruction that included 
maneuvering equipment through obstacles, working 
on inclines, and working with others. 
 

 
Participants were evaluated at the conclusion of the 
course.  To be certified, students were required to 
pass a behind the wheel driving exam and score at 
least 70% correct on a 50-question test. 
 
Impacts 
Participants increased their proficiency and 
confidence in operating tractors and other farm 
equipment.  They also increased their knowledge of 
how to operate safely. 
 
Over the past 21 years of teaching the class, 96% 
of the students have achieved at least a 70% on 
both tests and received their farm permit.   For 
reference, the written exam was recently given to 25 
eighth grade students who had not yet participated 
in the Tractor Safety School.  The average score 
was 48%, with none of youth obtaining a passing 
score. This shows that the Tractor Safety School 
significantly improved knowledge.  
 
 
 
 

Feedback 
“The reason more youth didn’t attend the farm 
safety seminar is because the teenagers thought 
they knew enough about farm safety and believed it 
would be boring.” “The youth that did show up, 
thought it was the best session they have ever been 
to and didn’t realize how much they need to know to 
be safe when operating farm equipment.” Katie Wirt 
– Grant/Sioux County Extension Agent. 
 
Contact 
Rick Schmidt 
Extension Agent, Agriculture and Natural 
Resources, Oliver County 
P.O. Box 166, Center, ND 58530 
Email: rick.schmidt@ndsu.edu  
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