Protocols to Minimize Injury, Death and Bad Results at the Courthouse
for Track and Field Officials

by J. Shelby Sharpe'

If avoiding litigation or winning unavoidable litigation is important to you as a track
and field official, then this paper is a must read. Properly using the information in this
paper will make your participation in track and field competition the safest it can be, which
will accomplish either of the preceding stated objectives.

Athletic competition has an inherent risk of injury for the competitors, as well as those
involved with the competition, including officials, venue personnel, media and spectators. Some
injuries are not preventable, while others are. It is almost a certainty that when an injury occurs,
litigation will follow. Following the recommendations made in this paper provides the best
opportunity for avoiding these injuries, and if litigation comes, will place those sued in the
strongest position possible to prevail.

The conduct of every meet in the United States, regardless of size, is governed by not
less than two competition rule books. One is that of the entity governing the competition such
as USA Track & Field or the National Collegiate Athletic Association. The other is that of a
trial judge if litigation occurs following an injury or a death. The judge’s book has more bite
than the other and applies whether you like it or not.

It is the intent of this paper to provide practical recommendations to help avoid the
preventable injury with the consequences that grow out of it. The language in this paper has
been selected for persons who are not legally trained. There are sample questions at the end of
each section of this paper to illustrate how an attorney for an injured person would seek to
establish liability for failure to do what the law requires. There are also checklists at the end of
the paper to assist those of you who are a head or chief official in following the guidance given
in the paper as well as a protocol card for use with implement field events that I strongly urge be
used if you are a head or chief official of an event involving an implement.

I. Legal Standard for Liability
When an injury is caused by someone who did not act as an ordinary, reasonable person,

that person has legal liability for the injury with its resulting consequences. If that individual is
acting on behalf of someone else, which is usually an organization, the organization will be

U Mr. Sharpe is an attorney who has specialized in insurance defense for over twenty years and has been
officiating track and field events since 1963, including international, national and conference championships as well
as other major track and field competitions and is general counsel for the United States Track & Field and Cross
Country Coaches Association, as well as the United States Track Meet Directors Association.
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liable for the person’s negligence. Additionally, if the owner of the track and field competition
venue has knowledge or should have had knowledge of a dangerous condition in the venue that
causes an injury, this, too, creates liability for the owner of the venue.

In summary, any injury that could have been prevented by reasonable action by a person
responsible for taking the action creates legal liability.

II. The Competition Venue
A. Owned or Contracted

The location of every track and field competition is owned by some party. Quite often, it
is the institution that is hosting the competition. On occasion, it is an institution that has rented
or been given the use of a facility. It is incumbent upon the owner of the site to eliminate any
potentially dangerous conditions that are known or should have been discovered by reasonable
investigation before permitting a track and field competition to occur. If the host entity is leasing
or borrowing a facility, the host entity also needs to investigate the facility before the
competition begins. However, as an official working a meet, you have an obligation to examine
the area you are working for dangerous conditions.

The questions that an attorney for an injured person would probably ask concerning any
dangerous condition in an area you are working are:

€)) Did you examine the entire area where you were to work prior to the competition
starting?

2 What examination was made by you?

3) Was anything discovered that might cause injury to persons in the area?
4 Did you report any dangerous condition found by you in the area?

(%) To whom did you report and when did you do it?

(6) If something dangerous was found, what corrective measures were taken to
eliminate the hazardous condition?

@) If corrective measures were taken, when were the measures taken and by whom?

(®) Who took the corrective measures and were they successful?
B. Identifying the Potential Problem Areas

The following should be investigated before holding or contracting to hold a competition.
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1. Adjacent Competition Areas

A determination should be made of whether competition areas overlap where an
implement has the ability to reach from one competition area into another competition area if
you are officiating in or near an implement throwing venue.> There are two options if this is the
situation. Appeal to meet management to either schedule the use of the competition areas
adjacent to one another so that an implement going into an adjacent competition area will not
have any activity going on at the same time or, adjust the competition area so that an implement
cannot reach an adjacent competition area. For example, in a recent national meet, a tube for
returning shot puts was used that was partially in an adjacent field event venue that was active.
This problem was cured simply by moving the tube to the other side of the shot sector, which
was out of the adjacent field event venue.

The questions that an attorney would probably ask where competition areas overlap are:

1 Did you examine your competition area for overlap where competition in
y y p p p
your area might affect persons in another area?

2) Would an investigation of your competition area have revealed that the
competition in another area could affect your area?

3) What precautions did you take to avoid injury to persons in your arca and
in adjacent areas?

©) Did you request meet management to adjust the competition schedule to
avoid this problem and if not, why?

(5) Did you have qualified individuals positioned to protect persons moving in
areas adjacent to the competition area and if not, why?

(6)  Who was assigned to protect the adjacent areas?

(7)  What qualifications and experience did these people have whose
responsibility was to protect the adjacent arcas?

2. Dangers Within or Around a Competition Area

Every competition area should also be examined for dangers within the area.” For
example, some long jump-triple jump pits have metal grating around the pit. If the grating is
broken, an athlete or an official stepping on the grating may be injured. Sometimes this grating

% Attached is an article illustrating an injury caused by an implement from one field event venue reaching
an adjacent venue.

* Attached are news articles illustrating the need to examine a competition area for dangerous conditions
and the need to protect persons around a competition area.
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is unstable so that it could give way causing an injury, such as a twisted ankle. At indoor
competitions, the hardware supporting the running surfaces needs to be checked to be sure none
is sticking out to injure a person walking next to these surfaces. All running and walking
surfaces whether natural or artificial must be checked for hazards that could cause an injury.

You must also be aware of any object such as an advertising sign that is covering an
object that if an athlete fell into the sign would injure the athlete. All too often, these kinds of
signs are found close to a running surface, such as the finish line, or near field events pits.

Lastly, has the competition area been properly prepared to prevent athletes or officials
from being struck by an implement or steps taken to keep people near the venue from being
struck by an implement? For example, in a shot put venue, there should either be a warning line
or an official positioned to prevent the competitors from going beyond a point where if a
competitor’s back is to the ring, the competitor could be hit by a shot. This can be done by
placing a very visible line that no one should cross while anyone is in the ring or have an official
positioned to prevent anyone getting into harms way. Persons bringing implements back to the
competitors who are warming up or in the competition should never have their back to the area
from which an implement is being thrown. Additionally, precautions must be taken to protect
people adjacent to the venue. As an example, see the articles attached on an injury caused by a
discus hitting a photographer and a javelin hitting a photographer.

The questions that would probably be asked for dangers within or around a competition
area are:

€)) Prior to any person being admitted to a competition area, did you examine
it for any discoverable dangers?

(2)  What examination was made?

3) What precautions were taken to prevent an athlete or someone working in
or near the venue from being struck by an implement that might go out of
the sector?

(4)  Did you consider these precautions reasonable?
(5)  Were the running and adjacent surfaces checked for safety?
(6) Were areas surrounding each landing pit checked?

(7) Did you make a written report of your investigation if you found a
problem?

(8)  Were all problems identified in your report corrected before access was
given to the competition area?
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3. Equipment

All equipment that will be used in your event you are officiating must be examined. This
includes cages surrounding the circle from where an implement will be thrown. A cage should
be checked for deterioration that would compromise its ability to restrain an implement from
going through. Also, every cage needs to be checked for proper height and positioning. At a
major national championship meet several years ago, the discus cage was positioned such that a
left-handed thrower hanging on to the discus too long could put it into the stands where
spectators would be sitting. This cage had to be repositioned before competition began.

As a part of the review of equipment, hurdles, starting blocks, landing pits, standards and
bars all need to be examined to be sure that they are in proper condition to function as they are
designed to function. Any of these found to be deficient in any way should either be replaced or
properly repaired, if repair is appropriate.

The questions related to equipment that would be asked are:

(D Was all equipment in the competition area you were working that might
cause injury checked before the athletes were permitted to use the
equipment?

(2)  Were all landing areas, such as around the pole vault, checked for proper
positioning and proper condition?

(3)  Was a written report of any problem made prior to the athletes being given
access to the competition area?

(4)  To whom was the report given and when?

(5)  Were all discovered problems corrected prior to access being given to the
competition area?

4, Lighting

If a competition will occur at night, the lights should be checked for not only brightness,
but positioning. If you discover the lights are not bright enough or not positioned correctly,
report this to meet management before permitting throws to occur. At one national
championship meet the lights were positioned so that the discus was lost in flight making it
hazardous for the officials marking the landing. In fact, two officials were struck in the leg
because of losing the discus in the lights.

The questions that would relate to lighting are the same as those found at the end of
Section II A. of this paper.
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C. When Liability Exposure Begins

Liability exposure begins when people who are involved with or in the competition are
admitted to any of the competition areas. If practice sessions are permitted by the organization
responsible for the meet, then the same precautions must be taken as if the meet had begun. For
example, it is reasonably foreseeable that an implement being thrown during a permitted workout
prior to the beginning of a meet is just as dangerous as one thrown during a meet. Thus, the
same precautions that would be taken during a meet for the throwing of implements should be
taken during a permitted practice session. Similarly, runners taking starts should be protected
from interference during a practice as well as during a meet.

During a meet, liability exposure begins during a warm-up for the competition. This also
requires the same protections as required for the competition. It is primarily the responsibility of
marshals to protect against injury caused by an implement or interfering with an athlete during a

practice or a competition. Adequate numbers of persons acting as qualified marshals properly
positioned are mandatory.

The questions related to injuries prior to and during a meet are:

(1) Did you permit athletes into a competition area or know they would be there?

2) Is it reasonable that one could expect the athletes would be practicing with
implements or running?

3) What efforts did you make to protect the athletes or others you could reasonably
foresee would be there from being hit by an implement or a collision with a
runner?

4) Were there sufficient, qualified people to provide for their protection?
5) Who were these people?
(6)  What qualifications did each have?

@) Where were they positioned when the injury occurred?

III. Meet Management and Administration

A. Sufficient Personnel

A failure to have a sufficient number of qualified people to protect all involved in the
competition from injury will create liability. Those whose duties involve providing protection in
the field of competition are marshals and those responsible for providing hydration for the
athletes and the officials are trainers or persons specifically assigned this responsibility. The
marshals are under the directive of meet administration, not heads of the various events. The
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head or chief marshal should be knowledgeable of situations that cause injury and how to
address these situations to avoid injuries. Around the perimeter of the field of competition, those
responsible for protection from unauthorized people entering the venue are facility security or
local law enforcement. The final group that must be present in adequate numbers has no
responsibility for protection of those involved with the competition, but have the responsibility
for treating injuries. These are trainers, emergency medical people and physicians.

The questions on sufficient, properly qualified personnel to conduct a meet safely and
reasonably address injuries requiring treatment are:

¢)) What was the length of time the athletes would be permitted in the competition
area?

(2)  How many people were needed to reasonably protect those within the competition
area from harm?

3) How many athletes were expected in the venue?
4 What arrangements were made for hydration of those in the competition areas?

&) By category, what healthcare providers were there and what were their
responsibilities?

(6) What equipment did you have to address injuries that could reasonably be
expected?

(7 What protection did you have to prevent unauthorized persons from being in the
venue or to deal with a breach of the peace?

B. Assignment of Personnel for Prevention and Treatment of Injuries
1. Personnel Within the Fields of Competition

The most conspicuous need for marshals is the protection of individuals from flying
implements. This means guarding sector lines and any area where a stray implement can reach.
In connection with this responsibility, the marshals must work with the media so that the media
can do their job with a minimum risk of injury. For example, persons operating cameras will
need to be close to sector lines in order to get proper pictures. These photographers should never
be permitted along the sector line where implements will normally land. In positioning persons
operating cameras, it must be kept in mind they must be positioned where they have sufficient
time to respond to a verbal command to move. For example, it is unwise to let these people
within 160 feet of the ring during the discus competition because a normal person cannot move
quickly enough to avoid a discus closer in than 160 feet. Yet, during the hammer competition,
these people should not be where the hammer would usually land by deflection or in the
reasonably expected landing area or adjacent to it without a deflection.
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Marshals also need to watch the officials who are working in an implement sector whose
responsibility is to mark the landing of the implement. If it becomes apparent that an official
working in this area for whatever reason demonstrates a lack of judgment or ability to avoid
being hit, this should be reported to the coordinator of officials immediately for his investigation.
To assign marshals to an implement area who do not have the experience and the physical ability
to discharge their responsibilities can create liability also. Similarly, to assign officials to mark

implements who do not have the experience, judgment or physical ability to do the job can also
create liability.

Concerning the horizontal and vertical jumps, marshals have the responsibility of
protecting the approach to the pit so that no one is injured by a collision as an athlete approaches
the pit. Similarly, the marshals have a responsibility for protecting the approach of the javelin
throw and especially when it extends out into the running lanes to be sure that the runners as well
as the javelin throwers are protected.

Lastly, concerning running events, the marshals have respons1b111ty for protecting the
start and the finish to avoid collisions there.

Turning to those responsible for hydration, hydration includes more than just water.
Water cannot replace electrolytes. Those officials and athletes whose assignments require them
to function in weather conditions requiring their bodies to receive water and electrolytes must
have these available within or immediately adjacent to the competition area. While meet
management often considers the needs of the athletes, there are too many meets where the needs
of the officials who must be in a competition area for extended periods of time are often
overlooked. An injury that results where water and electrolytes are not made reasonably
available will create liability. Thus, meet management should regularly have the field of

competition inspected to be sure water and electrolytes are continuously available during the
competition.

Meet management and chief or head officials of a competition must never forget that the
marshals’ primary responsibility is protection. Chief or head officials of the various events must
not forget that the marshals are under the direction of the head or chief marshal who is under the
direction of meet management. When a marshal is requested to escort an athlete, or group of
athletes, the individual making the request needs to be certain that the absence of the marshal is
not going to compromise safety. If safety will be compromised, then someone other than a
marshal should be asked to do the escort duty, which usually is the primary function of a
steward. All too often, a meet does not have stewards or insufficient numbers of stewards. A
steward does not have to be a certified official as a marshal must be. Stewards can be positioned
so that they do not interfere with those watching the competition.

The questions on sufficiency and qualifications of personnel within the fields of
competition are:
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