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Retrofit Older Tractors with ROPS 
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DIY isn’t what typically comes to mind for effective and safe rollover protective structures 
(ROPS) on Canadian farms, but a new pilot project is looking to change that.  
 
The Low-Cost ROPS Program aims to provide farmers with engineered blueprints that they 
can use to construct their own ROPS – a frame that fits on a tractor and shields the operator 
from being crushed in a rollover – for retrofitting older model tractors. 
 
According to the latest Canadian Agricultural Injury Reporting (CAIR) data, between 2011 
and 2020, there were 624 agriculture-related fatalities in Canada, of which 66 per cent were 
caused by machinery, with rollovers being the leading cause of injury. 
 
“Rollover protective structures, when installed properly and used with seatbelts, are 
between 99 per cent to 100 per cent effective,” explains Jim Wassermann, a research 
engineer with the University of Saskatchewan’s Canadian Centre for Rural and Agricultural 
Health. 
 
“We were wondering, if ROPS are that effective and since they have been required on new 
machines for quite some time, why the fatalities continue. It turns out that there are still a 
lot of older tractors that were built before the days of ROPS that continue to be used, so 
typically those rollover fatalities are related to older tractors on smaller farms.” 
 
While tractor rollovers pose an undeniable risk, a substantial number of tractors across the 
country – as many as 30 per cent, according to research – continue to operate without 
ROPS. Tractors are prone to rollovers due to working on slopes and their high centre of 
gravity, which makes them more unstable than other vehicles. 
 
Despite the effectiveness of ROPS and seatbelts, many farmers consider the cost of 
aftermarket ROPS to be prohibitive, as they often cost as much as an older model tractor is 
worth. In some cases, ROPS are not available for older tractor models. 
 
That’s one of the barriers that the Low-Cost ROPS Program, which Wassermann is leading 
along with others at the Canadian Centre for Rural and Agricultural Health, hopes to 
alleviate by making safe and affordable aftermarket ROPS an option for Canadian farmers. 
The program, which to date has been funded by Agrivita Canada, Agriculture and Agri-Food 
Canada, Saskatchewan’s Agriculture Development Fund, WorkSafe Saskatchewan and 
WorkplaceNL, is currently available in Saskatchewan and Newfoundland with the goal of 
eventually being available Canada-wide.  
 



 
 
“When we looked at the cost of ROPS, there are materials, the labour to build it, 
transportation and other costs related to development. So, we figured if we removed all of 
the costs except the materials by allowing farmers to construct their own ROPS on their 
farms, we would expect a significant decrease in cost,” explains Wassermann, noting that 
farmers should be able to construct their own ROPS through the program for between $500 
and $750. 
 
“The goal was to find a way to get more affordable and safe ROPS into the hands of 
Canadian farmers, especially ones with smaller operations and tighter budgets.” 
 
And more ROPS on older tractors could potentially lead to a positive change in the number 
of rollover fatalities and serious injuries on Canadian farms. In fact, studies in Sweden, 
Norway, and Finland have found that mandatory ROPS – both for retrofitting older tractors 
and for all new tractors – have virtually eliminated fatal tractor rollovers. 
 
“We know from safety literature that the mindset of ‘it’s not going to happen to me’ is often 
present, and not just in work, but with safety decisions in general. But rollovers are still a 
significant problem in agriculture across Canada that needs to be addressed,” says Dr. Niels 
Koehncke, a professor at the University of Saskatchewan with a specialty in occupational 
medicine and faculty member of the Canadian Centre for Rural and Agricultural Health. 
 
Of course, creating do-it-yourself ROPS designs that farmers can build easily and affordably, 
while also ensuring structural soundness, is no easy feat.  
 
Once engineers developed the ROPS plans, which were thoroughly tested in accordance with 
CSA standards, Wassermann says it was crucial to assess the potential mistakes farmers 
could make when constructing the ROPS, particularly with welding. To test those variables, 
journeyperson welders built ROPS structures with common welding flaws purposely 
included. The structures with flaws also passed safety testing, which Wassermann says was 
a pivotal milestone to a design process that “was an evolution.” 
 
The pilot program is now testing ROPS built entirely by farmers to ensure they meet safety 
standards and help alleviate concerns raised by some about the prospect of farmers building 
their own ROPS. To further assure proper fabrication, Wassermann says, there is a detailed 
procedure to follow and a “remote inspection process” that occurs after the build. 
 
“With something like this, there will always be concern that it is done properly and that is 
part of the reason why so many checks and balances are in place as part of this project, but 
it is absolutely critical,” Koehncke explains.  
 
“This isn’t something that can be rushed. We want to ensure the review and reporting 
process is thorough so that when questions come up about what is the evidence that these 
homebuilt ROPS will work, what proof is there that the engineering designs, welding, and 
structure will hold up, we have the proof.” 



 
 
Adds Wassermann, “The rigorous testing and inspection ensure that safety is at the 
forefront of this endeavour, which is our overall mission. We want to show the world that 
yes, the designs we’re putting in the hands of farmers are ones that they can competently 
build.” 
 
While the program’s intent is to keep more farmers safe in the event of a rollover involving 
an older tractor, there is anecdotal evidence that it is having a more substantial impact on 
safety in general on farms.  
 
“A unique finding coming out of the program is that because the farmers are part of the 
solution, it’s their ROPS and they built it, we’ve seen their attitude towards safety and 
things like wearing a seatbelt improving because there is more safety buy-in and ownership 
of the safety systems,” Wassermann says. 
 
It’s an early observation that the project team finds promising for potentially enhancing 
safety mindfulness on farms across the country, which could help prevent tractor rollovers 
and other farm machinery-related incidents. 
 
“We always strive to raise awareness about safety and the ongoing risk of rollovers. And we 
want to raise awareness that all machinery is such a big part of the risk of significant injury 
and fatalities in farming,” explains Koehncke. “Raising more awareness about health and 
safety risks in agriculture can sometimes be a challenge, but programs like this will 
hopefully help change that.” 
 
While Wassermann works on connecting with provincial regulators and safety groups to 
expand the initiative across Canada, he says the enthusiasm received so far from farmers in 
response to the program has been encouraging and serves as further incentive to have the 
program available across the country. 
 
“Any of the farmers who have built ROPS through the program have been excited about 
what they’ve accomplished,” says Wassermann. “And that makes us excited. The more 
farmers we can help, the better.” 
 
More information about the Low-Cost ROPS Program is available by emailing 
agropscanada@usask.ca. 
 
 
About Canadian Agricultural Safety Week 
 
Every year, the Canadian Agricultural Safety Association raises awareness about the 
importance of farm safety with the Canadian Agricultural Safety Week (CASW) campaign, 
which occurs during the third week of March. In 2026, CASW takes place March 15-21 and 
is sponsored by Syngenta Canada, CN and Parrish & Heimbecker. More information is 
available at agsafetyweek.ca. 
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http://www.agsafetyweek.ca/


 
 
About the Canadian Agricultural Safety Association 
 
The Canadian Agricultural Safety Association (CASA) is a national, non-profit organization 
dedicated to improving the health and safety of farmers, their families and agricultural 
workers. CASA is funded in part by the Sustainable Canadian Agricultural Partnership. For 
more information, visit www.casa-acsa.ca. 
 
-30- 
 
 

https://www.casa-acsa.ca/

