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EDITORIAL

Yes to ski helmets, but buyer beware

ova Scotia passed legislation on Dec. 15, 2011,

requiring all skiers and snowboarders — children

and adults — to wear a helmet. This likely consti-
tutes the world’s toughest such rules and is laudable from a
public health perspective, but there’s just one problem.

How good are the helmets? The fact is that, to protect their
noggins, Canadian skiers and snowboarders might as well be
using a toque as some of the helmets being sold. That’s
according to an expert at the Canadian Standards Association
(CSA)."' The CSA consulted with helmet manufacturers, resort
owners, skiing groups and other stakeholders to come up with
higher standards for made-in-Canada ski and snowboard hel-
mets. Those standards were released back in 2009 but have
yet to be met by any manufacturer. Why not is anyone’s guess.
It could be that Canada’s relatively small market is deterring
those who have to adhere to a bottom line. But undoubtedly,
the lack of demand for CSA-approved helmets is a factor.

So what are Canadians buying? Helmets that meet Euro-
pean or US standards or poor quality knock-offs.! And while
the CSA generally prefers to save time and money by piggy-
backing on other jurisdictions’ standards, in this case it
decided that those standards weren’t stringent enough and
decided to raise the bar.' The helmets that meet the new CSA
standards would withstand multiple impacts (up to three
impacts on a single site) and feature foam that is manufac-
tured to accommodate specific head sizes and weights, thus
providing optimal protection for a range of impacts.

Helmets are a no-brainer. Traumatic brain injury is the lead-
ing cause of death and catastrophic injury among those who ski
and snowboard.” An international overview, which included
Canada, found that head injuries account for 9% to 19% of all
injuries sustained during these winter sports.” Most head
injuries are concussions (83%).* Last winter, Canadian skiers
and snowboarders sustained 135 serious head injuries.’
Although data on risk reduction are nuanced by the fact that
those who wear helmets tend to be more cautious, wearing a
helmet reduces the risk of head injury by 35%.° Helmet use
gained publicity in 2009, when British actress Natasha Richard-
son died of a head injury following a fall during a skiing lesson
at Mont Tremblant, Quebec. She wasn’t wearing a helmet.

Nova Scotia’s precedent-setting legislation, which comes
into effect on Nov. 1, 2012, with fines of up to $250, stemmed
from concern over the consequences of brain injury and the
cost to treat them: roughly $400 000 annually, according to
the government.® But in the absence of CSA-approved hel-
mets, Nova Scotia’s Snow Sport Helmet Act, though laudable,
is premature.

However, there is a solution. Through the Hazardous Prod-

ucts Act (now the Canadian Consumer Product Safety Act),
Health Canada has ruled that all hockey helmets advertised,
imported or sold in Canada must meet the CSA standards.
Oddly, they have not done the same for ski and snowboard
helmets. And it’s not because of a lack of awareness. Dr. Hedy
Fry, member of parliament for Vancouver Centre, has twice
introduced a private member’s bill calling for helmets for
recreational snow sports to be added to the Hazardous Product
Act, most recently in February 2011 (Bill C-412).

Some opponents to the legislation argue that it isn’t neces-
sary because helmet use is increasing. Data from the Canadian
Ski Council’s annual National Consumer Profile and Satisfac-
tion Survey indicate that usage in 2010 was 71%, up from
67% in 2006.” This is good news, but the fact remains that the
quality of these helmets is not up to Canadian standards.

In the absence of helmets that meet Canadian standards,
health professionals and public health officials will have diffi-
culty advising Canadians on how to safely enjoy winter
sports. Those standards are available. Heads-up federal gov-
ernment, it’s high time to establish a regulation so that skiers
and snowboarders know that helmets purchased in Canada
actually provide adequate protection. Hockey players already
know this. Why the double standard when we shoot the dou-
ble diamond?

Barbara Sibbald BJ
Deputy Editor, Analysis and Humanities, CMAJ
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