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Engineering Report

Case:
Pearl Skinner vs. St. Tammany Parish & St. Tammany Parish Council

Attorney:
Jim Lamz, Lamz & Hamilton

History:

Mr. Lamz contacted me to provide him with an engineering analysis of the codes governing the entrance and approaches to the Lourdes Church building in Slidell, which was being utilized as a polling place when Mrs. Skinner fell while she was voting in the year 2000 election.  Mr. Lamz asked that I also investigate the actual physical surroundings and provide an analysis of what happened.

Mrs. Skinner reportedly had walked around a recently installed and temporary plywood ramp leading to the platform entrance to the polling place, to look at a sample ballot that had been placed on the exterior brick wall.  When Mrs. Skinner finished looking at the ballot, she turned to step up on the platform and enter the open door.  In the process of doing so, Mrs. Skinner caught her foot under the open end of the platform, causing her to trip and fall to her knees on the platform, causing considerable damage to her body.  She reportedly caught herself on the far side of the door with her hand, breaking her arm.

Mr. Lamz explained to me that the parish had taken photos of the ramp after it was removed and leaning against the building, and that the ramp later disappeared from where it was stored despite a court order to keep the ramp safe.

Findings:

I made two trips to the site to generally observe the conditions and surroundings at the site and the location of the accident.  The site plan shown as exhibit #1 shows the building, parking lot, etc. and the path taken by Mrs. Skinner from her car, to the polling place, passing around the ramp to look at the sample ballot that had been placed in an awkward location on the exterior building wall, beyond the ramp as shown on the sketch.  The ballot was to the left side of the entrance door, when the ramp was installed to enter from the right, all as seen from the viewpoint of a person standing outside, in front of the door and looking at the door.

Assuming that the platform of the ramp was installed at the level of entry into the building, the measured height above the existing concrete porch to the bottom of the entry is 7.5 inches, as shown on the photograph exhibit #2.  Therefore the platform would be 7.5 inches above the porch and slightly more above the ground.

Since the ramp had been removed and was not available to measure, an analysis of the photographs provided to me by Mr. Lamz was made to determine the height, length, slope, etc., of the ramp and its landing.  These determinations required that the dimensions be determined by counting the bricks behind the ramp in the photo, making field measurements of the bricks, height of the doorway above the concrete porch (as discussed above), etc., at the site.

Ramp measurements were determined to be those shown on sketch exhibit #3.
Analysis:

Codes applicable to the ramp and entranceway, including the platform

1. Americans with Disabilities Act (1994) with latest revisions to Sept. 2002.

2. Southern Building Code (1997)

3. Life Safety Code NFPA 101 (2000)

Southern Building Code (1997)

Article 1110.6 Ramps

This article says that ramps shall comply with CABO “Code for Residential Buildings” (Section 4.8) and ANSI A117.1.  Although CABO is a residential code, it is referenced here ANSI A117.1 is the code covering facilities for the physically handicapped (Americans with Disabilities Act).

Southern Building Code

4.2.2 this paragraph says that ramps shall have the least possible slope, and that maximum slope is 1:12, except that in existing buildings where space prohibits low slope. It may be greater, with least possible slope.

Article 4.5.1 Ground and Floor Surfaces

Accessible route including walks, landings, ramps shall be stable, firm and relatively non-slip under all weather conditions.

4.5.2 Changes in Level

Changes in level greater than ½” shall be with means of a ramp complying with article 4.7 or 4.8 (4.7 is for parking facilities).

4.8 Ramps

Any part of a route with a slope greater than 1:20 shall comply with 4.8.2.

4.8.2 Slope and Rise

This paragraph says that ramps shall have the least possible slope and that the maximum slope is 1:12 except that if in an existing building where space prohibits low slope.

1110.7 Rise

If ramp has rise greater than 6 inches, it shall have handrails on each side that comply with 4.26.2 as well as the following features (these features discuss the handrails and location, etc.)

1013.6 Drop Offs

Ramps and landings with drop offs at the sides shall have a curb with a minimum 4-inch height, wall, railing or guardrail.

Life Safety Code – NFPA 101 - 2000

Section 4.5 Fundamental Requirements

4.5.1 Multiple Safeguards.  The design of every building structure for human occupancy shall be such that reliance for safety and life does not depend on any single safeguard.  An additional safeguard shall be provided for life safety in case any single safeguard is ineffective due to inappropriate human actions or system failure

4.8.5 Handrails

If a ramp has a rise greater than 6 inches or horizontal run projection greater than 72 inches, then it shall have handrails on each side.

4.8.5 (2)

If handrails are not continuous, they shall extend 12 inches beyond the top and bottom of the ramp segment and be parallel with the floor or ground surface.

(There are other requirements such as distance between handrail and wall, but do not directly pertain to surroundings of this incident.)

Standards for accessible designs

4.3 Accessible Route.

4.3.1 General

All walks, halls, corridors, aisles, skywalls, tunnels and other spaces that are part of an accessible route shall comply with 4.3.

4.3.2 Location

1. At least one accessible route within the boundary of the site shall be provided form public transportation stops, accessible parking, and accessible passenger loading zones, and public streets or sidewalks to the accessible building entrance they serve.  The accessible route shall, to the maximum extent feasible, coincide with the route for the general public.

2. At least one accessible route shall connect accessible buildings, facilities, elements, and spaces that are on the same site.

3. At least one accessible route shall connect accessible building or facility entrances with all accessible spaces and elements and with all accessible dwelling units within the building or facility.

4. An accessible route shall connect at least one accessible entrance of each accessible dwelling unit with those exterior and interior spaces an dfacilities that serve the accessible dwelling unit.

4.3.3 Width

The minimum clear width of an accessible route shall be 36 inches (915 mm) except at doors (see4.13.5 and 4.13.6).  If a person in a wheelchair must make a turn around an obstruction, the minimum clear width of the accessible route shall be as shown in Fig. 7(a) and (b).

4.3.4 Passing Space

If an accessible route has less than 60 in (1525 mm) clear width, then passing spaces at least 60 inches by 60 inches (1525 mm by 1525 mm) shall be located at reasonable intervals not to exceed 200 ft. (61 m). A T-intersection of two corridors or walks is an acceptable passing place.

4.3.5 Head Room

Accessible routes shall comply with 4.4.2.

4.3.6 Surface Textures

The surface of an accessible route shall comply with 4.5.

4.3.7 Slope

An accessible route with a running slope greater than 1:20 is a ramp and shall comply with 4.8.  Nowhere shall the cross slope of an accessible route exceed 1:50.

4.3.8 Changes in Levels

Changes in levels along an accessible route shall comply with 4.5.2.  IF an accessible route has changes in level greater than ½ in (13 mm), then a curb ramp, ramp, elevator, or platform lift (as permitted in 4.1.3 and 4.1.6) shall be provided that complies with 4.7, 4.8, 4.10, or 4.11, respectively.  An accessible route doe snot include stairs, steps, or escalators.  Se definition of “egress, means of” in 3.5.

4.3.9 Doors

Doors along an accessible route shall comply with 4.13.

4.3.10 Egress

Accessible routes serving any accessible space or element shall also serve as a means of egress for emergencies or connect to an accessible area of rescue assistance.

NFPA 101 (2000)

If the platform leading to the door of the polling place did not require an hand rail, it would fall under the category of steps to the platform or what would now be the porch.  If the platform (porch) was over 30 inches high it would require handrails, but now the platform is covered by article 7.2.2.2.1 for riser height (maximum 7 inches and minimum tread depth 11 inches), regarding steps. 

The length of the tread is the distance of 48 inches or 40.25 inches, depending on the direction of travel if you step up from the ground.  These distances meet the requirement of being longer than 11 inches.  The riser of this step is 7.5 inches and therefore does not meet the requirement of being not greater than the maximum allowed 7.0 inches for commercial applications.  Americans with Disabilities Act (1994) Paragraph 4.9.2 “Treads and Risers” states that open risers are not permitted.  The majority of the end of the landing that would have been the riser if Ms. Skinner stepped up from her standing position was open and therefore violates this open riser rule.
The open end of the platform (porch) that precipitated Mrs. Skinners fall, did not meet the code requirement of being closed in.  Her foot went into the space below the platform and when she raised her foot, she hit the top of the platform with her toe, causing the fall that broke her arm.

This clearly shows that the open end of the platform that precipitated Mrs. Skinner’s fall did not meet the code requirement of being closed in.  Her foot went into the space below the platform and when she raised her foot, she hit the top of the platform with her toe, causing the fall that broke her arm.

Conclusion:

Mrs. Skinner attempted to step up on the ramp which she knew was there, but she quite likely caught her foot in the cavity (opening) below the platform, causing her fall.

If the platform would have had a railing as required by the code for platforms with ramps requiring handrails, she would not have fallen.  If a curb had been in place, she would have had to step up a greater distance to the platform, as she now would have to step over the curb, and quite likely she would have retraced her steps and used the ramp.  Being that no rail or curb existed, a step to a porch (platform) must be assumed.  Because the step had no closed riser, Mrs. Skinner’s mind told her that she hadn’t reached the riser and she picked up her foot, engaging the bottom of the platform and causing her fall.
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