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Some people look forward to retiring in their 

“golden years”, but farmers seem to think differ-

ently about leaving the fields behind.  Even when 

physical challenges make farm work very difficult, 

there are farmers who persist and continue to work 

against the odds.  Such is the case with John Irwin 

of Camden, Delaware.  John has been a grain 

farmer for most of his life and has also done repair 

work on farm machinery for himself and neighbor-

ing farmers.  The word “quit” is not in his vocabu-

lary. 

 

In December of 2005, this 76 year old farmer be-

gan to experience vision problems.  The blood ves-

sels in his left eye broke and the vision in his right 

eye became cloudy.  John states that when he tried 

to plow his field, the ground looked like “a brown 

tabletop”.  At first the doctor said it was possible 

that corn dust and other dusts, from nearby 

chicken houses containing a fungus had gotten 

into eyes and caused an allergy.  A later visit to a 

retinal specialist diagnosed the problem as a mini-

stroke. 

 

John contacted the Division for the Visually Im-

paired in Delaware, who then contacted the Dela-

ware-Maryland AgrAbility Project at Easter Seals in 

Georgetown, Delaware.  The AgrAbility Case Man-

ager, Sally Van Schaik, met with John and his wife 

at their home in Camden to discuss the problems 

John was having related to farm work tasks.  Ini-

tially, John was feeling hopeless about the possibil-

ity of continuing to work on his farm.  Despite be-

ing 76 years old, John needed to support himself 

and his wife by working in agriculture.  He was visi-

bly upset when he met with Sally the first time.   

 

At that time John was still plowing his fields, 

though he said the rows in the fields were not 

straight anymore.  During a second visit to John’s 

home, Celene Moorer, the AT specialist at Easter 

Seals, accompanied Sally.  Celene brought with her 

several pieces of vision equipment.  This assistive 

technology was designed to magnify objects in 

John’s visual field. 

 

After trying out the AT and discussing with Celene 

and Sally all the applications and merits of each 

piece of visual equipment, John decided on several 

items.  The AT that excited him the most was an 

optivisor that fits on one’s head with a headband.  

It has a moveable visor with 

magnification lenses.  The visor 

can be pushed up when not 

needed for reading or working 

on farm machinery parts.  A light 

was also available that sits on 

the visor to illuminate the arti-

cles in John’s field of vision. 

 

Another AT item was a wristwatch with a white 

background and sharp, black numerals that are 

easy to view.  There is no second hand, so John will 

not have to distinguish it from the hour and min-

ute hands.  John also chose small, needle-nose pli-

ers with a magnifying glass attached that will en-

able him to work on some small machinery parts in 

his workshop. 

 

The Vision for the Visually Impaired (DVI) provided 

two fluorescent lamps for John.  One he uses in his 

living room to ready by and the other can be used 

in his workshop or in the kitchen to brighten the 

table and food when he eats.  DVI Also gave John 

amber-colored glasses which gave him a sharper 

image, especially on a cloudy day. 

 

John feels that the AT will be a big help to him.  He  

expressed his gratitude to DMAP and DVI, saying, 

“I wish I could do something for you all.” 

 

FARMERING DURING THE GOLDEN YEARS 
By:  Sally Van Schaik 



PAGE 2 DELAWARE-MARYLAND AGRABILITY NEWS   

Frostbite is a severe reaction to cold exposure that can 

permanently damage its victims.  A loss of feeling and 

a white or pale appearance in fingers, toes or nose and 

ear lobes are symptoms of frostbite.  Individuals who 

will spend much time outside during extreme cold can 

develop frostbite to exposed skin.  Hypothermia is a 

condition brought on when the body temperature 

drops to less than 95 degrees Fahrenheit.  Symptoms 

of hypothermia include uncontrollable shivering, slow 

speech, memory lapses, frequent stumbling, drowsi-

ness and exhaustion.  The elderly, very young, and 

sick are at greatest risk of developing hypothermia.  

Remember to check on your neighbors who may re-

quire special assistanceðinfants, elderly people and 

people with disabilities.   

If hypothermia is suspected, begin warming the per-

son slowly and seek immediate medical assistance.  

Warm the personôs trunk first.  Use your own body 

heat to help.  Arms and legs should be warmed last 

because stimulation of the limbs can drive cold blood 

toward the heart and lead to heart failure.  Put person 

in dry clothing and wrap their entire body in a blanket. 

Never give a hypothermia victim something with caf-

feine in it (like coffee or tea) or alcohol.  Caffeine, a 

stimulant, can cause the heart to beat faster and hasten 

the effects the cold has on the body.  Alcohol, a de-

pressant, can slow the heart and also hasten the ill ef-

fects of cold body temperatures. 

Preventing Frostbite and Hypothermia  
www.disastersrus.org 

Indian River FFA Assists AgrAbility Client  
On a farm the work is never done.  Lisa Phillips, of Whaleyville, Maryland knows this all too well.  As a poul-

try grower, she has many laborious tasks to do each day in caring for her flocks of chickens.  At the end of the 

day Lisaôs body often tells her that she has worked too hard and she needs to rest. 
 

Lisa has Arthritis, Fibromyalgia, and Lupus.  These conditions all combine to cause pain and discomfort for 

Lisa as they adversely affect the joints and connective tissue of her body. 
 

The Delaware-Maryland AgrAbility Project (DMAP) has been working with Lisa for the past few years to 

assist her in finding Assistive Technology that will make her work easier, ease the strain on her body and de-

crease her pain level. 
 

Recently, Lisa mentioned to Sally VanSchaik, the AgrAbility case manager, that the chicken houses on her 

farm needed painting and that she was concerned that the job would never get done due to her health condi-

tions.  Sally sent an email to several FFA teachers and other agricultural student groups asking if they would 

like to take on this job as a project for their students. 
 

Will Curry, a Delaware FFA advisor at Sussex Central High School in the Indian River School District, re-

sponded to the email with a positive message:  His FFA students wanted to do the painting. 
 

On Saturday morning, September 22, 2007, Will and sixteen FFA students arrived at Lisaôs farm armed with 

scrapers, rollers, and paint brushes.  Their team spirit and willing attitudes were evi-

dent as they scraped old paint and brightened the buildings with a coat of paint.  Some 

of the students took on the same hue as the buildings as they painted each other (and 

Mr. Curry).  Not daunted by the heat and sun of the day, they finished by noon and 

made plans to come back another day to apply the second coat of paint. 
 

The students displayed hearty appetites as they devoured subs and sodas for lunch at 

the farm.  Lisa was thrilled to see the buildings sparkling white again.  She thinks the 

FFA students are the best! 
 

Medicines, Alcohol and Cold Weather 

Many prescription drugs can make you much more 

vulnerable to the cold.  If you take medicine for high 

blood pressure, nervousness, depression, or to help 

you sleep, and you have trouble keeping warm, 

check with your doctor or pharmacist. 

Despite popular belief, alcohol does not keep you 

warm.  In fact, it actually increases the loss of heat 

from your body. 
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Arthritis and Agriculture Often Go 

Hand in Hand 
Ruth Miller, DMAP 

University of Maryland 
 

Arthritis is the number one chronic disease affecting 

farmers, a fact that is not surprising when one consid-

ers the nature of the job of farming.  Arthritis is an 

inflammation of a joint that results in swelling, red-

ness, pain and loss of motion.  The frequent lifting of 

heavy objects, repeated use of vibrating machinery or 

constant bending to perform certain tasksðsuch as 

handling bales of hay or lifting boxes of produceð

add to the stress on joints and set the stage for arthri-

tis, especially in the weight-bearing joints.  Without 

medical treatment and work adjustments by the 

farmer, some types of arthritis can cause major dis-

ability and even deformity. 
 

Common types of arthritis include osteoarthritis, rheu-

matoid arthritis, bursitis and tendonitis.  Osteoarthritis 

is the type that affects farmers most frequently.      

Heredity plays a role in acquiring osteoarthritis, but 

excess body weight, injury and overly stressing the 

body contribute to the progression of the condition.  

Every pound a person gains adds three pounds of ad-

ditional stress to your knees and six times the pressure 

on your hips. 
 

Bursitis and tendonitis are the results of stressed mus-

cles or tendons and may be caused by too much lifting 

or constantly gripping controls on farm equipment.  

Jumping down from high equipment shocks the joints 

and lead to damage and inflammation. 
 

The good news is that arthritis can be managed so that 

deterioration is slowed and the effects are minimized.  

Appropriate health care professionals should include a 

rheumatologist, a doctor trained to treat persons with 

arthritis.  A pharmacist, a physical therapist and an 

occupational therapist also form part of the treatment 

team.  
 

Recommended treatments to relieve pain are applica-

tions of heat and ice.  A warm shower will reduce 

morning stiffness and an ice pack applied to painful 

areas often helps to reduce the pain.  Specific exer-

cises that are different from the normal farm exercise 

may be helpful.  Range of motion exercises, strength-

ening exercises and fitness or endurance exercise may 

be recommended by professionals. 
 

How can I better manage my pain? 

The most difficult part of an arthritis management 

regimen for farmers may be resting and pacing them-

selves.  Schedule rest breaks at various times 

throughout the day to conserve energy.  Divide the 

workload among family members or hire help.  Un-

managed stress may increase your pain and make it 

harder to live with arthritis. 
 

Think about work simplification.  How can you sim-

plify a task so that it requires less energy or cause less 

stress on your joints?  Can a different tool or piece of 

equipment be used to complete the task?   
 

Many easy-to-grip tools are available.  Raise or lower 

a workbench to reduce the need to bend or reach.  

Keep a stool or chair nearby in the barn or shed so 

you can rest from time to time. 
 

Assistive devices have been developed to help farmers 

continue their farm operation as they age or if they 

have disabilities such as arthritis, a stroke, back pain 

or other conditions that limit their work. 
 

Many farmers with arthritis continue to function very 

well by taking medication, getting enough rest, pac-

ing themselves, reducing stress, doing prescribed 

exercises and using assistive devices. 
 

The Delaware-Maryland AgrAbility Project provides 

direct services to farmers, who find they are having 

trouble continuing their farm operation due to arthritis 

or other disabling conditions.  This project is a part-

nership between Cooperative Extension and non-

profit disability organizations and is funded in part by 

the US Dept. of Agriculture. 
 

In Delaware and Maryland, a trained AgrAbility staff 

member will come to the farm, evaluate, and provide 

suggestions for making the farm operation easier.  

This service is free for farm families, poultry growers, 

loggers and watermen.  Information concerning the 

family is confidential. 
 

The Arthritis Foundation has developed a booklet, 

Arthritis and Agriculture, which provides useful in-

formation for people with arthritis, and is free at Co-

operative Extension offices. 
 

Call Ron Jester, Project Director with the University 

of Delaware, Cooperative Extension at 302-856-7303,  

for more information.  Professionals from the Dela-

ware-Maryland AgrAbility Project are also available 

to speak to your club or organization. 



Focus on Post-Polio Syndrome 
AgrAbility Quarterly, Vol. 7, No. 4 
 

Poliomyelitis, commonly referred to as ñpolioò, is a neuromuscular disease caused by the polio virus invading 

the nerve cells (motor neurons) of the spinal cord, often resulting in weakness or paralysis of the limbs and, in 

some cases, the muscles controlling speech, swallowing, and breathing. 

 

Poliomyelitis was a worldwide epidemic from 1840 until the early 1950s.  In the late 1970s, large numbers of 

polio survivors started to report that they were ñtiring more easily.ò  Other symptoms reported included 

muscle weakness with or without loss of muscle bulk, muscle pain and twitching, sleeping problems, 

breathing difficulties, cold intolerance, joint pain, and a noticeable decline in the ability to carry out routine 

activities. 
 

Self-Management Recommendations for the Farmer with PPS 

While there is no cure or pharmaceutical treatment for PPS, the farmer/rancher with PPS can have some 

control over symptoms.  A few recommendations are: 

Limit activities that cause pain or fatigue.  Know your bodyôs strengths and weaknessesðmoderation is 

key.  Try not to over-exert muscles during times of peak work, such as planting/harvesting; instead, ask 

for or hire help. 

Protect your lungs.  Avoid animal confinement areas and areas where organic dust, mold, microbes, 

pesticides, herbicides, or chemical fumes or particles may be airborne.  If work must be done in an animal 

confinement area, consider practices that will reduce airborne dusts.  Examples may include selecting feed 

that produces less dust and mechanical feeding to reduce manual work and greater separation from the 

feed.  If a respiratory infection develops, seek treatment immediately. 

Stay warm.  Cold increases muscle fatigue.  Keep your work area and home at a comfortable temperature, 

and dress in layers when working outdoors. 

Pace yourself.  Take a nap or at least rest at regular intervals.  Conserve energy and use assistive devices 

that reduce stress to muscles and joints. 

Avoid falls.  Remove clutter; wear good shoes and avoid slippery or icy surfaces.  Use assistive devices 

such as canes with interchangeable tips for different walking surfaces. 

Develop a healthier lifestyle.  Eat a balanced diet, stop smoking, decrease caffeine intake, and strive for 

seven to eight hours of sleep nightly. 

Get support.  Accept the help of friends and family, and consider joining a PPS support group to find out 

how others manage their challenges. 
 

For more information on PPS, you can find a link at the DMAP website at www.de-mdagrability.com. 
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Do you know of a farmer with a disability who might benefit from the Delaware-Maryland Agrability Pro-

gram (DMAP)?  If so, please refer them to the project.  We strive to assist any farmer with a disability in 

Delaware and Maryland to return to work. 

 

 

 

 

Know a Farmer with a Disability?  

See the back of this newsletter 

to contact a  

representative in your area. 

Examples of disabilities served: 

Spinal Cord Injury 

Amputations 

Multiple Sclerosis 

Hemiplegia (Strokes) 

Arthritis 

Back Injuries 

Respiratory Impairments 

Head Injuries 

Visual Impairments 

Cerebral Palsy 

DMAP will provide services to: 

Farmers with a disability 

A farm worker (not necessarily an owner) 

A family member who contributes to the agricultural enterprise 

A caregiver who supports farmers with disabilities 



A Lifetime of Farming Leaves  

its Mark  
AgrAbility Quartlerly, Vol. 7, No. 3 

 

Like any loving daughter, Don Padgettôs daughter 

Genny looks out for her fatherôs health and safety.  In 

fact, Genny immediately thought of her father when 

she met Joe Young, a service coordinator for the Vir-

ginia AgrAbility Project, in the Greenville/Emporium 

Cooperative Extension office where she worked.  

Genny talked to Joe about her fatherôs chronic knee 

problems and how it was affecting his ability to work 

on the farm.  Genny asked Joe to contact Don to see 

how AgrAbility could get involved.  However, like 

any proud and independent farmer, Donôs response to 

Joeôs phone call was, ñWell I get along okay. . . Iôd 

really rather the money go to someone who needs it 

much more than I do; the person who is the worst off 

is the one who should be given these opportunities.ò 

 

The congenital condition genu varum, commonly 

known as bowlegs, coupled with farm work, has left 

little cartilage remaining in Donôs knees.  Years of 

mounting and dismounting tractors, climbing ladders, 

and performing other farming operations have clearly 

accelerated the deterioration of his knees.  Most peo-

ple who are born bowlegged eventually grow out of it, 

but Don has been dealing with knee problems for most 

of his life.  He has had surgeries on his knees as well 

as cortisone injections, yet nothing has resolved the 

pain and weakness he manages on a daily basis. 

 

Recently, surgeons have recommended replacing 

Donôs knees, along with breaking and resetting the 

fibula and tibia in both of his legs in an attempt to 

align them and reduce future strain on the joints.  

They suggest he undergo this surgery in his mid-

sixties to reduce the likelihood that he will have to 

repeat the procedure more than once.  Although a 

daunting prospect, Don has been receptive to the idea.  

In the meantime, Don has difficulty climbing the nar-

row ladders of his five grain bins during harvest sea-

son, mounting and dismounting his tractors and 

trucks, walking long distances, and standing for long 

periods of time.  A lower spinal fusion several years 

ago has left some numbness in his left leg, which oc-

casionally ñgives outò on him.  He has also developed 

arthritis that causes pain in his back, shoulders, hips 

and elbows.  Perhaps more worrisome than the pain is 

the risk of getting injured when he works alone and 

cannot call upon his son for help. 
 

Working with AgrAbility 

The program and service coordinators for the Virginia 

AgrAbility Project visited Don to conduct a farm as-

sessment.  During the process, they noticed Donôs 

limitations climbing on and off his trailers to check 

the level of grain before hauling it to the market.  

Limitations were caused by increased pain, reduced 

range of motion, and general weakness.  Don could 

not uncover the truckôs bed to load and unload grain 

because it was difficult to climb onto the truck and 

manually position the heavy canvas cover without the 

help of a roller crank.  The weakness in Donôs legs 

and knees not only made moving around the farm dif-

ficult, but also set up the potential for secondary inju-

ries caused by clips and falls.  Working with livestock 

also posed a problem because of general weakness 

and reduced range of motion.  Recommendations were 

made that may make day-to-day work tasks more 

manageable: 

 

Install spiral staircases and spring-type hatch tops 

on the grain bins. 

Add/modify steps on the tractors and combines 

Install cattle sweepers for isolating cattle when 

giving vaccinations and other handling activities. 

Install a roller canvas on grain trailers for ease of 

loading and unloading grain. 

Obtain a utility vehicle for ease of traveling 

around the farm. 

Obtain knee and leg supports to stabilize and sup-

port the soft tissue, tendons and ligaments, thereby 

helping to relieve pressure on both. 

Install a mirror above the top edge of grain trailers 

to level and condition of grain can be checked 

from the ground. 

 

When Don walked up his newly installed spiral stair-

ways for the very first time, he looked down at 

AgrAbility staff below him and said with a smile, ñI 

may not be able to zoom up it like you, but Iôll be 

able to get up these stairs just fine.ò 

 

Like all farmers, Don is a proud man.  He cares deeply 

about his farming lifestyle, his family, his business, 

and his fellow farmers.  He understands first hand the 

importance of carrying on that rich tradition.  

AgrAbility has helped Don make carrying on that tra-

dition a little bit easier. 
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IMPORTANT NOTICE 
 

Newsletter Mailing List Update: 
 

 

We are updating our mailing list. 

Please let us know if you would like  

to continue to receive the AgrAbility 

Newsletter. 
 

And, we are also going paperless. . . 

If you have internet access, please contact 

us at lcollins@udel.edu to have your name 

added to the e-list. 
 

If you do not have internet access, please 

contact Lisa at 302-856-2585 x702 to keep 

your name the hard copy mailing list. 

 

Thank You!! 

mailto:lcollins@udel.edu
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Upcoming Events for De -Md AgrAbility  

 

January 1 -31  National Birth Defects Prevention Month  
   For more information, visit www.marchofdimes.com.  
 

January 1 -31  National Glaucoma Awareness Month  
   For more information, visit www.preventblindness.org.  
 

January 7 -10 Delaware Ag Week ï DMAP will be exhibiting at Exhibit Hall at the Harrington Fair-
grounds.  Ryan Odens, farmer and 2006 National Easter Seals Adult Representative will 
be speaking at the Vegetable Farmerôs Banquet on January 8th and the Agronomy Ses-
sion on January 10th.  

 

January 10  DMAP Steering & Advisory committees will meet at Exhibit Hall in the Boardroom at Har-
rington Fairgrounds at 8:00 am.  

 

January 24 & 25  Women in Agriculture conference at Dover Downs Conference Center.  DMAP will be pre-
senting its AgrAbility Award on the 24th.  Contact Lauri Wolinski at 302 -831-2538 for 
more information.  

 

February 1 -29 AMD/Low Vision Awareness Month  
 For more information, visit www.preventblindness.org.  
 

February 6  Aging in Worcester Conference at the Clarion in Ocean City.  
 

February 12  DMAP presentation to FSA in Denton, MD.  
 

February 29  Delaware Governorôs Conference on Agriculture at Modern Maturity in Dover.  DMAP will 
be recognizing Sussex County FFA Chapter.  

 

March 1 -31 National Brain Injury Awareness Month  
 For more information, visit www.biausa.org.  
 

March 26  DMAP Steering & Advisory committees meeting.  

Speakersô Bureau 
 

Please contact us to schedule a speaker to 

discuss the project and occupational 

health-related topics.   
 

Possible topics may include: 

Assistive Technology 

Farm Safety 

Arthritis 

Stress/Mental Health 

Reducing Back Injuries 

Hearing Loss 

Visual Impairment 

  . . . And more 
 

Simply email rcjester@udel.edu  

Attention  Delaware and  
Maryland Chapters FFA: 

 

Receive cash awards for applying your knowledge by 

helping farmers and their families overcome physical 

barriers.   

Projects will be judged on the ba-

sis or originality, usefulness and 

impact.   

 
Contact Ron Jester at rcjester@udel.edu, or call 302-

856-7303 x584 to receive information on  
òBridging HorizonsñFFA Chapter Contest.ó 

 

Loans For Equipment, 

Independence For A Lifetime  

The Assistive Technology Guaranteed Loan Program 

The Telework & Self-Employment Loan Program 

 

Open to all Maryland residents with disabilities. 

 

www.mdtap.org          1-800-832-4827  1-866-881-7488 

         WEBSITE               VOICE TOLL-FREE       TTY TOLL-FREE 



 

 

Delaware-Maryland AgrAbility is a 

joint effort of the Universities of: 

 

Delaware and Maryland 

Cooperative Extension  

Easter Seals, and the Maryland    

Centers for Independent            

Living. . .  

 

. . .serving Delaware and Maryland. 

 

National AgrAbility website: 

www.agrabilityproject.org 

Delaware-Maryland AgrAbility    

website: 

De-mdagrability.com 

For more information about the Delaware -Maryland Agrability Project or to share any ideas about 
articles for future editions, please contact the following person:  
      
DE & Eastern Shore of MD  Project Director   Southern MD : 
Sally Van Schaik   Ronald C. Jester, P.E.  Ruth Miller  
AgrAbility Case Manager  University of Delaware Maryland Cooperative Extension 
Easter Seals    16483 County Seat Hwy. P. O. Box 486  
22317 DuPont Blvd.   Georgetown, DE  19947 Prince Frederick, MD 20678  
Georgetown, DE  19947  phone (302) 856-7303 Phone (410) 535-3662 
Toll free phone 1-877-204-3276 Email: rcjester@udel.edu Email:  ruthkmiller@comcast.net  
Email: svanschaik@gt.esdel.org    
 

Western MD     Project Co -Director  
Coit Custer    Charles Schuster, Ph.D. 
AgrAbility Specialist    Maryland Cooperative Extension 
Resources for Independence  18410 Muncaster Rd. 
708 Fayetta St.    Derwood, MD 20855 
Cumberland, MD 21502  phone (301) 590-9638 
Phone (301) 784-1774   Email:  cts@umd.edu 
 

This newsletter is available upon request in alternative formats.  
This material is based upon work supported by the Extension Service; U.S. Department of Agriculture, under special 
project number 2002 -41590-01391 
 
Cooperative Extension Education in Agriculture and Home Economics, University of Delaware, Delaware State University and the United States 

Department of Agriculture cooperating.  Distributed in furtherance of Acts of Congress of May 8 and June 30, 1914.  Delaware Cooperative Extension, 

University of Delaware.  It is the policy of the Delaware Cooperative Extension System that no person shall be subjected to discrimination on the 

grounds of race, color, sex, disability, age or national origin. 

THIS WILL BE YOUR LAST NEWSLETTER  

BY US MAIL!! 

 

 

 

 

 

To receive AgrAbility News via email.  

Please forward your email to Lisa Collins at 
lcollins@udel.edu  

To be added to the e-list.   
 

Or call 302-856-2585 x702 to request a copy 
by mail if you do not have access  

to the internet. 


