Calgary football death report urges student athletes to be sure helmets fit 
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CALGARY (CP) - A fatality inquiry that followed a deadly head-to-dead collision in football practice has recommended high school athletes be aware of the risks of playing with an ill-fitting helmet. 
But provincial court Judge Catherine Skene said while it's possible that Tyler Zeer's helmet didn't fit him properly, she found no problem with the routine blocking drill that happens regularly on football fields. "Direct contact of Tyler's helmet with another player's helmet caused a concussion that led to his death," Skene said in a report released Tuesday.

The low-force, low-speed hit was comparable to forces from a high-speed traffic accident, but caused Zeer's brain to shift and tear, the judge noted.

"Tyler Zeer's death was an unusual event and result," said Skene, who can't assign blame.

"Many players before him and after him, all across North America, have done the same drill, the same way, without the catastrophic result."

The 16-year-old athlete complained of dizziness moments after the blocking drill at Calgary's Bowness High School on Sept. 3, 2004. He died several days later.

Zeer's mother, Debbie Dollimount, has said she believes his death was a freak accident but that she would like to see formal safety standards for equipment put in place.

Dollimount told the inquiry that the day before his injury, her son complained of suffering minor facial cuts while wearing his helmet. Zeer, who had been named offensive lineman of the year in Grade 10, hadn't experienced problems with different headgear while he played on the junior football squad.

The report also recommends that athletes and coaches be educated about the risks and prevention of head trauma during football practices and games. Athletes who have suffered a concussion should have medical clearance before they are allowed to return to play.

No autopsy was done to indicate whether Zeer suffered an undiagnosed concussion earlier or if he had a pre-existing condition that contributed to his death.

Skene's report concluded that experienced football personnel helped fit Zeer with his equipment, and that the helmets used by the Bowness players were new or fairly new and in excellent condition.

It also noted that head coach Daun Daum attended a clinic on properly fitting equipment and shared that expertise with his staff. Daum also routinely inspected the football equipment and had helmets sent out for recertification when required.

Officials with the Calgary Board of Education have maintained that school staff were diligent about safety and that Zeer's death was an isolated, unforeseeable tragedy.

On Thursday, board spokesman Graham White said there were no surprises in the report. He said the recommendations reinforce the need for coaches to stress safety measures.

"We know that in this case much of that was done, and we know for the most part it is done across the system," said White.

"Certainly this was a reminder for coaches, not only across our system but perhaps across the country, that those systems they have in place are very important."

