A negligence case study in Sport

Fifteen-year-old Raylene Booker was a promising young soccer player in a Saturday morning district soccer competition. In last Saturday's semi-finals, when trying to tackle an opponent, Raylene broke her leg in three places. The doctors have said she will never play again. 

Raylene's parents, already upset with the injury, were unhappy with the coach's explanation of the incident and decided to find out exactly what happened. 
They discovered that before the game Raylene had told the coach that she did not feel well and did not want to play. The coach reminded Raylene of the game's importance and urged her to play anyway and to ‘just do her best’. When Raylene's team was warming-up, several players noted deep ruts in the field. Concerned about the danger of turning an ankle, the players informed the coach. The coach told them to try to avoid the holes and he failed to raise the problem with the game referee.  

Midway through the first half, the accident occurred. Attempting a tackle, Raylene's foot got caught in a rut and a much larger opponent fell onto her fixed leg. Everyone heard a terrible crack. The coach decided not to wait for an ambulance but rushed Raylene in his own car to hospital about five kilometres away from the ground. Raylene was in terrible pain when the players carried her over to the coach's car. The ruts were left in the field following ‘improvement work’ that was undertaken during the week by the local council, after a request from the club. The soccer club leases the ground from the council. 

Consider the following questions? 

1. Did the coach owe Raylene a duty of care? Yes. Supervisors owe a duty of care to all the participants.

2. Did the coach breach that duty? Several facts need to be considered here, for example, the coach ignored Raylene’s request not to play; he knew the field was not suitable for play; he did not follow recommended procedure for treating the leg. The coach allowed Raylene to face some unacceptable risks.

3. Who else may be negligent? The courts have shown that owners and occupiers of facilities (in this case, the council and the club) have a responsibility to ensure that the facilities they provide are suitable for the purpose for which they will be used.2 (Nowak v Waverley Municipal Council & Ors (1984) Aust Torts Reports 80-200.)
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