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ASTM Committee on Snow Skiing Marks Death of Founder

At this summer’s meeting of ASTM Committee F27 On Snow Skiing the members paused in their biannual deliberations to remember a man who more than any other was responsible for standards in the American snow sports industry. Dr. Eugene Bahniuk who founded the original snow skiing committee in 1972 died this past May at his home in Cleveland Ohio at the age of 81. For a short while at the meeting and by letters and e-mails in the weeks that followed, his friends and colleagues exchanged memories of Gene and the influence his life had on the sport and the industry.

For new members of F27 the consensus process seems tedious and progress often impossible to detect. But for the members who have persevered for a decade or two or three or more the standards process and the changes it has brought were well worth the effort. In 1972 the sport was more art than science. Skis, boots and bindings were made in different countries and then often assembled in still another country. The industry at the time could not agree on where the binding went on the ski, how it should be installed, or even how the release function should be adjusted and verified. Boots were not made to any particular shape and the physical properties of boot, binding, and ski and how the assembled system should function were undefined. 

In April 1972 Bahniuk and 60 others from around the world met in Cleveland and became the core group that formed the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) Subcommittee F08.14 with the purpose of developing standards for snow skiing. Dick Bohr, a ski shop owner and long-time ASTM member, recalled how that first meeting came about, “I first met Dr. Bahniuk in the 1960’s, when our ski specialty shops, The Ski Haus Inc., were in their first decade. We were running an all day Saturday ski instruction program for junior skiers at a variety of ski areas with our own staff of instructors. Dr. Bahniuk was teaching part time with The Ski Haus Ski School, a PSIA member school. At this time in the 60’s my shops began setting customer binding release settings with a Lipe Check. We were excited to learn that Dr. Bahniuk was working on a ski binding testing system in his lab, close by, at Case Western Reserve University. We provided access to our Lipe Check tester to help various grad students set up their projects and provided used boots, skis, and bindings as well as binding mounting services when needed. At one point Gene said he and his colleagues at Case Western Reserve felt that there was a need to establish some collective standards for ski equipment, and that they should get all the main players together in Cleveland to discuss the matter. We provided a ski industry vendor list of invitees. Lo and behold, in April 1972, most of the main participants arrived for a meeting on the Case campus. The resulting consensus was that they should apply to the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) to create a standards committee to address matters related to ski safety. The result was ASTM subcommittee F08.14, On Snow Skiing. As one of a few participants involved since the beginning of the development of the ASTM consensus standards for skiing, I was a witness to the slow but constant progress directed by Gene Bahniuk.”
Ten years later (1982) F08.14 had grown and matured enough under Gene’s leadership to become a separate ASTM Committee, F27 on Snow Skiing. Gene was the founding chairman of Subcommittee F08.14 and was the first chairman of F27.  He served as Chairman or Vice Chairman until he retired in 1999.  He also served, from 1973 to 1999 as the head of the U.S. delegation to the International Standards Organization (ISO) committee on skiing, TC83.

In the 1970s ski safety research was occurring in several other countries, notably Germany and Switzerland.  Under Bahniuk’s leadership, the United States began a dialogue with other nations to unify the various national standards through the International Organization for Standards (ISO).  As Gene put it in an article he wrote for ASTM Standardization News in 1998, “The United States was in a unique situation in ISO. The US is primarily a ski products consumer. In most ISO standards work the producers are the natural leaders. So the committee was not sure of the role that the United States would be able to play in the ISO.” However, through Gene’s efforts the funds and the technical experts necessary for full U.S. participation in ISO were found. 

By the early 70’s the need for standards was most critical for retail and rental shop operators who were expected to somehow create order from all of the chaos in products and procedures. In the U.S. their plight was made more immediate by the threat of litigation initiated by injured skiers. Producers saw the problem as an impediment to continued growth. Researchers in the field and advocates for the end user also weighed-in. But as trade publications of the day pointed out, there was no agreement among these diverse interests on who was responsible for the disorder and who or what should take the lead in solving the problems.    

During the late 60’s and early 70’s the popular press made the public aware of the high risk of injury associated with alpine skiing. In retrospect the risk of fractures and sprains below the knee were 10 times higher than today. During that same period researchers at Case Western Reserve and the University of Vermont were claiming that the technology existed to greatly reduce those risks. 

Attempts to address the myriad issues were launched by some of the consumer and trade magazines. Gordon Lipe, a self taught engineer, writing for first Ski Magazine and later Skiing Magazine produced a series of articles to help skiers identify products and procedures that might improve performance and help abate the risk of injury. Later he and Skiing Magazine and Skiing Trade News teamed up with the company that ran many of the ski shows in the U.S. to create the Ski Mechanics Workshops. The Workshop format put the industry’s most outspoken engineers, inventors, and entrepreneurs, men such as Kurt Von Besser, MItch Cubberly, Richard Spademan, and Burt Weinstein under the same tent with the independent experts for the first time. Discussions at these Workshops, often initiated by ski shop managers, began a dialog that helped all parties to gain a common understanding of the problems. That understanding of the issues would be essential when later these individuals joined the standards process.

ASTM F08.14 and later F27 were composed of a diverse, independent-minded group of people driven by their own interests (manufacturers, ski area operators, retailers, consumers, medical professionals, attorneys, government representatives, engineers, and academics). This diversity increased when in the mid 80’s F27 took on Snowboarding. Early on Gene developed a reputation for honesty and integrity that over time lent credibility to the standards he helped produce. With his reputation for fair play and truthfulness, he was able to prevent special interests from dominating the standards process and reach consensus in such areas as ski shop practices, product specifications, definitions, and test methods. Although the process took decades, and indeed continues to this day, the careful deliberative style he established is a guide and an inspiration to those who continue his work. 

Dick Bohr agrees, “With his quiet professionalism that enlisted the participation and enthusiasm of many, and his non-confrontational approach, he reached European as well as American participants. His patience was a necessary part of the consensus process of ASTM. The retail standards used today by the nations ski specialty shops took 14 years of meetings and the resolution of a fair amount of controversy to finally establish. But improved and safer ski shop services for customers resulted.”

In the early 1970’s Gene was part of a group at Case Western Reserve that developed the first practical laboratory based apparatus for testing and evaluating ski bindings. That apparatus, and the concepts his research evolved, are still at the core of all ASTM and ISO standards that deal with ski bindings.
Gene was succeeded as chairman by Dr. Lawrence Young of MIT in 1988, and then by Brian Derouin in 1994. According to Dr. Jasper Shealy who succeeded Derouin in 2000 as F27 Chairman, “More than a few of the seminal ISO standards were adopted almost word for word from ASTM standards developed through Gene's efforts. Gene had a knack for getting diverse interest groups to see the wisdom of looking past narrow parochial interests to cooperate in standards development. The standards he helped create have led directly to a significant reduction in skiing injuries. Even to this day, thanks to Gene's legacy, when the US, through ASTM, speaks on issues relating to safety in skiing, the rest of the world listens.” Dave Carpenter, current head of the U.S. delegation to the ISO, agrees with that analysis, “From the mid 1980’s to late 1990’s I worked with Gene, then US Technical Advisory Group (TAG) Chairman to the ISO. His intellect and diplomacy as TAG Chairman shed a positive light on the US delegation that endures to this day.” His thoughts are echoed by the current ISO TC83, SC3 chairman Otto Harsanyi, “He helped me to understand the real goal of standards which is the safety of the skier and never to fail in that goal. His work is very appreciated in the ISO working groups and I hope we can continue his work for safer skiing.”

But long before standards were promulgated in their final form, the industry took note of the science upon which the proposed standards were based and began to develop the products and practices necessary for compliance. In 1981, six years before the rental shop practices standard, F1064 achieved final approval, the National Ski Areas Association (NSAA) adopted an early draft that had been approved by the subcommittee as a Proposal (a type of temporary standard). Other groups did the same with the retail Proposal which eventually became F1063. Another example is the almost universal use of antifriction devices (AFD) on bindings sold in the U.S. years before they were routinely supplied in European markets. The need for this device was made abundantly clear during inter-laboratory Round Robin tests of the apparatus described today in ASTM test method F504. 

Those improvements in technology were largely responsible for a dramatic reduction in specific lower leg injuries to skiers that began years before the final passage of the shop practices standards and today translate into a savings of billions of dollars in medical expenses in the US alone for injuries that were prevented by the processes Professor Bahniuk helped spawn. Researcher and ASTM F27 committee member Dr. Robert Johnson of the University of Vermont adds, “His efforts resulted in dramatic improvements in the incidence of alpine skiing injuries. In an ongoing study we performed beginning in 1972 through our clinic at Sugarbush Ski Area in Vermont, we document a 90% decline in lower leg injuries and related that decline to improvements in the ski equipment qualities addressed by the standards process Gene directed and inspired. His efforts have dramatically improved the safety of skiers throughout the world.” 
While reflecting on the contributions that Dr. Bahniuk made to the standards process for snow sports and the snow sport industry, his friends and colleagues also remembered those others who aided in the development and the promulgation of ASTM standards. In the early years men like the late Mitch Cubberly and the late Joe Powers developers of the Cubco binding helped by providing responsible critiques of early standard attempts and worked to help fund early research and committee’s expenses. The committee also benefited from the participation of two brilliant engineers Dr. C.D. Mote currently president of the University of Maryland and Dr. Jeffrey Bluestein most recently CEO of Harley Davidson, who during their tenures were the scientific conscience of the committee. Two Olin engineers Nick Brett and Peter Weaver were largely responsible for the first standards on skis well before consensus could be reached in other fields. Others like the late Al Greenberg who, in his role as Editor In-Chief of Skiing Magazine, helping to make the public and the ski trade aware of the challenges and chronicling the committee’s progress. Al served as a member of F27 and as a member of the ISO delegation and was the committee’s editorial conscience. And the late Gordon Lipe, who was in many ways in the early years the soul of the committee. When all the committee had to work with was intuition he had the best intuition.  

Professor Bahniuk had over 20 papers related to skiing safety published in refereed publications, in addition to numerous articles in newspapers, and consumer magazines. Most of his publications can be found in the proceedings of the International Society for Skiing Safety (ISSS) (published every two years by ASTM) of which he was a founding member. He continued to referee and edit for research journals until shortly before his death. In his time he brought together many of the best minds in the sport, the research community and the industry to accomplish a great good. He also helped establish a tradition of civility that will be his legacy.
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