
ENGLISH 101 WITH JEFF ENGLISH, CFEE

We all do it. Every. Single. One. Of. Us. Whether it’s 
a football game, beer festival, concert, or a friend’s 
Christmas party. We walk in and look around and 
start evaluating, learning and sometimes judging 

how the event is set up and for me, whether it’s safe! As an event 
producer, I don’t feel like I can attend anything without wanting 
to see how their entrance is built, understanding the layout of the 
venue, and because my specialty is legal and risk management 
issues, I look around for risks that could potentially harm patrons. 
It’s a blessing and a curse to always have my brain “on” when 
attending things. A blessing because I get to help produce some 
the biggest and best events in the world that make people happy. 
A curse because I don’t think I can just “Let it Go” when I walk 
onto a venue. If anyone can relate, please raise your hand!

Specific to the risks that can harm a patron, here are a few of 
the things that jump out at me as soon as I walk in. 

Golf Carts 
The #1 undisputed risk in the history of festival and events. 

The grand champion of them all! I look and see if someone is in 
the cart. Are they driving through a crowd too fast? When the 
cart is parked, is there a lock on it and is the key taken out of 
the ignition? Golf carts are basically moving wrecking balls on a 
packed venue. Your protocols on who can drive them and when 
are vitally important.

Propane Tanks
Wanna talk excitement? Try walking through a food court and 

not pay attention to the band, but subtly looking to see whether 
the vendor propane tanks are properly chained or placed in a milk 
cartoon. Part of my job at the Kentucky Derby Festival is walking 
through our entire venue and asking vendors to secure their tanks. 
It’s a habit I just can’t quit, no matter where I go.

Trip and Falls
Anyone have a stack of orange cones I can borrow? There’s a 

hole right here that could use one! How about some cable ramp 
because there’s been 30 people walk over this wire in the past 
2 minutes! My personal favorites are water hoses that vendors 
run all over the place without regard to location or foot traffic. We 
have mats placed all over our venues trying to cover them up, but 
there’s always a rogue water hose somewhere that isn’t caught. 
Trip and fall risks are everywhere and it’s truly just a matter of how 
well the risk is managed and minimized. 

Snags
Nothing says lawsuit like an old picnic table with giant 

splinters sticking out of it. Or the exposed end of an aluminum 
set of bleachers that could seriously cut and hurt a child if they 
accidentally ran into it. 

Exits
If there is an emergency at the event, where are the exits and 

how are they marked? Are they clearly identified, and can they 
handle a mad rush of people? Do the producers have a plan for 
volunteers and staff to swing open every possible gate in order to 
accommodate a mad rush? These are the thoughts that tumble 
through my brain.

As you can see, these potential risks are just a few of my 
favorite things! Every year before our food and music venue 
opens, I spend at least an hour walking around looking for these 
issues, among other things that just pop up. I consider preventing 
injuries to be a key component of my job and I am thankfully 
blessed to work with a team of highly skilled professionals who 
can set a venue and make sure it’s safe at the outset. 

One step that I take which has proven fruitful when defending 
lawsuits is photographing all the known risks on the venue. If 
there’s a water hose out of place, take a picture and send it to 
your concessionaire. If someone trips over that hose and injures 
themselves, you can show proof that the concessionaire was 
negligent and pass off defending the lawsuit to them (assuming 
you have a certificate of insurance naming your company as 
additional insured). 

As I walk through these events and notice things, I’m also 
cognizant it’s not my place to correct and go into “event mode” 
and find the nearest volunteer to request the error be remedied 
immediately. Unless it’s just blatantly obvious and unsafe I usually 
keep my mouth shut because I know how welcoming I would be 
to those suggestions from someone outside of my team!
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