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 URBANA — A Mattoon man who 
admitted causing an accident that 
killed a 10-year-old girl in Champaign 
County will serve jail time and spend 
time on home confi nement.

A judge last week ordered those as 
requirements for the probation sen-
tence Steven R. Kruse received for his 
conviction on a charge of unlawful 
use of an electronic communication 
device.

Kruse, now 38, was charged with us-
ing a cellphone in a construction zone 
when his vehicle hit the rear of one in 
which the girl was a passenger.

The accident took place on June 8 of 
last year on Interstate 57 near Cham-
paign. 

The girl, Caitlin Conner of Camargo, 
died at the scene. Her grandmother, 
Debra Conner of Mattoon, was driv-
ing and she and the girl’s 13-year-old 
sister were also injured, according to 
reports.

PAUL WISEMAN, LUIS ALONSO LUGO 
AND ROB GILLIES
Associated Press 

 WASHINGTON — Snubbing Can-
ada, the Trump administration reached 
a preliminary deal Monday with Mex-
ico to replace the North American Free 
Trade Agreement — a move that raised 
legal questions and threatened to dis-
rupt the operations of companies that 
do business across the three-country 
trade bloc.

President Donald Trump suggested 
that he might leave Canada, Ameri-
ca’s No. 2 trading partner, out of a new 
agreement. He said he wanted to call 
the revamped trade pact “the United 
States-Mexico Trade Agreement” be-
cause, in his view, NAFTA had earned 
a reputation as being harmful to Amer-
ican workers.

But fi rst, he said, he would give 
Canada a chance to get back in — “if 
they’d like to negotiate fairly.” To in-
tensify the pressure on Ottawa to agree 
to his terms, the president threatened 
to impose new taxes on Canadian auto 
imports.

Canada’s NAFTA negotiator, Foreign 
Minister Chrystia Freeland, is cutting 
short a trip to Europe to fl y to Washing-
ton on Tuesday to try to restart talks.

“We will only sign a new NAFTA 
that is good for Canada and good for 
the middle class,” said Adam Austen, 
a spokesman for Freeland, adding that 
“Canada’s signature is required.”

“There is still a great deal of uncer-
tainty —.. trepidation, nervousness — a 
feeling that we are on the outside look-
ing in,” said Peter MacKay, a former 
Canadian minister of justice, defense 
and foreign a� airs who is now a partner 
at the law fi rm Baker McKenzie.
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 As a longtime farmer in the Wapella 
area, Randy Toohill knows all about 
how to be safe as he goes about his 
day. He also is aware how fast a normal 
chore can turn into a threat.

In some cases, it’s 29 seconds — how 
long it takes for someone to become 
engulfed in a grain bin and at risk of 
su� ocating, according to experts.

Toohill once sank to his waist in his 
own grain bin and felt what people 
mean when they say your body weight 
doubles as you fi ght against current. 
Fortunately, he didn’t enter without 
knowing that his father was at the 
door with his hand on a switch, ready 
to turn o�  the auger that was moving 
the grain. 

“I was immobilized,” said Toohill, 
52, who encountered the situation 
about 15 years ago. “I eventually dug 
myself out, but you had to stop the 
fl ow.”

Many farmers have stories of close 
calls, minor injuries or situations that 
could have ended tragically if not for 
one variable or precaution. If they 
haven’t been in a serious accident 
themselves, their friends or neighbors 
usually have.

Despite advancements in technol-
ogy, farming remains one of the most 
hazardous industries in America. Out 
of every 100,000 farmers, 21 will die 
each year from a work-related injury, 
according to the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention. Tens of 
thousands are hurt in accidents that 
primarily involve tractors and other 
machinery. 

Small family farms, in particular, 
are an iconic part of American her-
itage. They make up 88 percent of 
the 2.1 million operations across the 
United States, and are the backbone 
of the economy in many rural areas. 
Some families have worked their acres 
for more than a century, passing down 
through generations farming lessons 
along with the land.

Many farm families involve children 
in the operations from a young age. 
They learn valuable skills and respon-
sibility, but also must be as cognizant 
of risk as the adults.

“I grew up on our family farm in 
Moweaqua,” said Amy 
Rademaker, farm safety 
specialist at Carle 
Foundation Hospital in 
Urbana. “I come to this 
as a farm kid, and tend 
to take for granted that 
dad and granddad and 
mom taught us this way 
of life. In no other oc-

cupation do you live and eat and sleep 
and play in the same environment. We 
take those things for granted. We have 
people come visit (farms) for agricul-
ture literacy and we have to make sure 
the farm is safe and people understand 
the hazards.” 

Small farms carry the most risk, said 
Bob Aherin, a professor 
who runs the Agricul-
tural Health and Safety 
Program at the Uni-
versity of Illinois and 
researches farm injury 
causes. 

“The small family 
farm is one that tends 
to be one of our fo-

cal points because they have a much 
higher risk of injury than larger farms 
tend to have,” he said. 

No one knows exactly how many 
people are hurt in accidents on small 
farms. Operations with fewer than 
11 employees have long been exempt 

from inspection and enforcement by 
the federal Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration. More than 
58,000 adults had an injury performing 
farming work in 2014, according to the 
most recent CDC data. 

Research suggests that the problem 
is bigger than the government recog-
nizes. A 2014 study by the University 
of California-Davis found that federal 
agencies fail to report 77 percent of the 
illnesses and injuries su� ered by farm-
ers and workers.

Farmers say they know the inherent 
risks of a job working around heavy 
machinery, sometimes alone and of-
ten with little sleep. Equipment and 
education have both improved over the 
years, and they know there are precau-
tions they can take.

But it’s easy to get in a hurry and skip 
a step, just this once. 

And sometimes, once is all it takes.

Tractors are biggest risk  
Farmers’ lives are claimed most 

often by accidents involving trac-
tors and vehicles, but they also suf-
fer from incidents with other heavy 
machinery, grain bins, animals and 
electrocution.

The U of I Extension and Agricultural 
Safety and Health program tracked 
farm fatalities from 1986 to 2016 and 
found a total of 879. Of those, more a 
third involved tractors generally either 

overturning, pinning or running over a 
farmer who had fallen o� .

One of the major factors are rollover 
protection structures, a kind of cage 
that fi ts over vehicles and prevents the 
weight from crushing those inside. The 
CDC in 2012 estimated that about four 
out of 10 tractors in the U.S. don’t have 
the devices.  

Robert “Chip” Petrea, a specialist 
with the U of I agriculture safety pro-
gram, said it’s a common trend. “It 
comes and goes with di� erent years, 
but overall in Illinois and across the 
country it’s the same. If we put ROPS 
on all the tractors, it could move that 
fatality rate down to zero, long as the 
farmer is wearing a seat-belt.”

Other farm equipment caused 109 
Illinois deaths over the 30-year pe-
riod. Petrea himself survived an ac-
cident with a hay baler in 1978 that 
caused both his legs to be amputated. 
He continued to work with the family’s 
farming operation near Iuka for years 
afterward, but ultimately pursued a 
di� erent path, earning his Ph.D. in 
agricultural education in 1997.

“I wanted to understand more about 
why I got hurt and others didn’t,” said 

SPECIAL REPORT: SAFETY ON THE SMALL FARM

SMALL FARMS, BIG RISKS
Despite advances, ag 
business one of most 
dangerous jobs in U.S.
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Randy Toohill, of Randy Toohill Farms, is shown in his Wapella business. His brush with a dangerous grain bin situation is a reminder about safety issues for those in the 
farming industry, which remains one of the most dangerous occupations in America. 

Farmer Adam Brown is pictured with a mechanically driven sweep auger that 
removes grain from the fl oor of a bin without a person operating it inside. This 
kind of auger limits the dangers that come with other augers that require manual 
operation by a person inside the bin.

Aherin

Rademaker

  INSIDE:
 How slow-moving vehicles present a 

danger on area roadways. LOCAL, A2

ANNUAL EVENT
Casey preps for popcorn festival  
ANNUAL EVENT
Casey preps for popcorn festival  

CELLPHONE USE

Please see ACCIDENT, Page A2

Please see NAFTA, Page A2

Please see SAFETY, Page A2

Safety on the 
small farm

This story is part 
 of a series on the 
 hazards on small 
 agricultural operations in Illinois.

TUESDAY: While virtually every 
place of employment is getting safe, 
agriculture remains the deadliest 
industry in the country. 

WEDNESDAY: How do families 
balance helping young people learn the 
trade with staying safe?

THURSDAY: Safety improvements 
are often costly, putting operators in a 
juggling act.

FRIDAY: What farmers and groups are 
doing to keep the industry safe moving 
forward.

Visit jg-tc.com to see photos and 
videos of the farmers featured in our 
series. Join the conversation on the 
Opinion page by sending comments to 
editorial@jg-tc.com.

Safety on the 
small farm

This story is part 
of a series on the 
hazards on small 
agricultural operations in Illinois.

SUNDAY: While virtually every place 
of employment is getting safe, agricul-
ture remains the deadliest industry in 
the country. 

MONDAY: How do families balance 
helping young people learn the trade 
with staying safe?

TUESDAY: Safety improvements are 
often costly, putting operators in a 
juggling act.

WEDNESDAY: What farmers and 
groups are doing to keep the industry 
safe moving forward.

Visit herald-review.com to see photos 
and videos of the farmers featured in 
our series. Join the conversation on on 
Dialogue page by sending comments to 
letters@herald-review.com.


