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Farm Safety special

A 
slip of judgement when trying to fix 
a shed roof during storm damage 
could have had fatal consequences for 
Strathaven dairy farmer Matthew Brown.

On the afternoon of 9 January 2015, Matthew 
and his then 18-year-old son were patching up 
damage to the roof. Normally he would have 
used a loader bucket, adapted to ensure safe 
working at heights, however, on this occasion 
he had been in such a hurry to get the job done 
and was raised in an ordinary loader bucket 
when he was hit by purlin. This caused him to 
fall 7ft to the concrete below, leaving him with 
two fractured vertebrae and unable to work for 
six months. However, the damage is lasting as 
father-of-four Matt has no use of two of his arm 
muscles and is receiving physiotherapy for his 
shoulder pain more than two years on.

Matt, a fifth generation dairy farmer, milks 
90 cows with replacements kept on the farm. In 
addition to this the farm, which spans 160 acres 
also has 90 acres of cereals and rents another 
160 acres.

The farm is run by Matthew and his wife 
Wilma, three daughters and his son.

Matthew explains what happened: “I found 
myself sitting against the wall with my son 
watching on. I started to assess what I could 

and couldn’t move. I had shooting pain down 
my back and could move my left side, but could 
barely move my right arm.  Not trying to get up 
or moving probably saved further damage.

“My son ran to get my wife to phone an 
ambulance. It wasn’t long before the police 
arrived followed by ambulance crews and the 
air ambulance with doctors from the Southern 
General in Glasgow.

“Because I was still conscious and could move, 
as far as they were concerned, they took me by 
ambulance to Hairmyres Hospital.

“A CT scan revealed that I’d fractured the C5 
and C6 vertebrae. That’s when panic set in.

“I got strapped to a bed on the Friday 
afternoon and had to lie still until the Monday.  
I was thereafter transferred to Edenhall Spinal 
Unit within the Southern General Hospital, 
Glasgow.  I had an MRI scan then an operation 
on the Wednesday to fuse the vertebrae 
together, taking bone marrow from my hip.

“I was up on my feet by the Thursday and 
although I was due to get out on the Friday, I 
caught an infection through the wound on my 
hip so spent another four days in hospital on 
medication. It was the following Tuesday before 
I was allowed home. 

“One of the surgeons who I knew told me 
I was lucky to be alive and also not to be 
paralysed.  I was off work for around six months, 
and couldn’t drive for three due to being fitted 
with a neck brace. Generally, the impact on the 
business was minimised, however; because I 
was covered under my insurance this allowed 
us to take on a relief milker. Family, friends and 
neighbours all rallied round to assist.

“The impact of an accident on those around 
you can sometimes be underestimated. My 
son was there when the accident happened. 
Unbeknown to me he struggled to sleep 
afterwards and it hit him hard. We’ve got a good 
family around us. 

“He was in his last year at school and sitting 
his Highers and thankfully the school were 
understanding and he was able to help out a 
bit more. My wife Wilma was also able to take 
some leave and her work were also great.

“My cousin was fantastic and took me to the 
gym every weekday for months to help me do 
my physio and that certainly made a difference 
and helped me to recover as best as I could. 

“The annoying thing is that I have a specific 
bucket, that has been modified to make working 
at safer, but I didn’t used it on this occasion. This 
could have prevented my fall but I was in such 
a hurry to get the job done. Since the accident 
if I’m working at heights I use a snap safety line 
and carry out a risk assessment.” 

Top safety tips if 
you have to work 

at height: 
•  Never walk on fragile materials, 

e.g. roof lights or glass 
•  Use proprietary access 

equipment or other measures 
when working at height 

•  Take account of environmental 
conditions, e.g. wind and rain 

•  Make sure everyone knows the 
precautions to be followed 

•  Roof ladders or crawling boards 
must span at least three purlins 

Don’t let your safety slip


