
	
	

Safety for Climbers: New Fall Restraint Systems 
By Tony Boyd, CUSP 
 
Safety 
However you say it, climbers should no longer fall from climbing poles, towers, or structures of 
any kind. Regardless of skill level climbing poles, all climbers are susceptible to falls. Let’s face 
it, gravity is not just an idea, it’s a physical law. So how do we accomplish the task of keeping 
lineworkers safe while climbing poles? The answer is simple: 100% Fall Protection. 
  
The market for climbing gear that accomplishes 100% fall protection is vast and wide. The 
trouble with 100% fall protection while climbing poles is that it is only in the mind of the 
climber. During my career as a journeyman lineman, I “free climbed” wood poles for 25 years, 
mainly because there were no products then to accomplish the task of 100% fall protection, at 
least none that were practical enough to use like the new pole choking devices. For the past six 
years I have been an instructor for an electric lineworker program at a community college in 
Louisiana and have taught “free climbing” along with 100% fall protection to all students, and I 
have been very surprised at the proficiency, safety, and versatility offered by the fall protection 
equipment on the market today.  
 
U.S. OSHA 
With OSHA’s new standard for climbing poles, 1910.269(g)(2)(iv)(D)  
On and after April 1, 2015, work positioning systems shall be rigged so that an employee can 
free fall no more than 0.6 meters (2 feet). Fall restraint devices accomplish the task, when 
applied properly, for lineworkers to meet this standard.   
 
Another OSHA mandate is the “proficiency” standard.   1910.269(a)(2)(viii) 
The employer shall ensure that each employee has demonstrated proficiency in the work 
practices involved before that employee is considered as having completed the training required 
by paragraph (a)(2) of this section. As lineworkers become more proficient in the new fall 
restraint belts, productivity will improve…Oh! and fewer injuries will occur in the utility 
industry from falls while climbing poles. It is a win - win! 
 
Restraint or Arrest 
A fall restraint device is used to provide support for a climber while working on a pole and a 
safety strap (second lanyard/belt) is used to aid a climber in transitioning objects on the pole. 
Properly adjusted, a fall restraint device will keep a climber from falling 0.6 meters (2 feet). 
Once the fall restraint device locks onto a pole during a fall, it will support the weight of the 
climber until they can reposition themselves safely on the pole with the climbers and gaffs. 



 
 

A fall arrest device is used to stop a fall when working at heights above 4 feet. A problem with 
fall arrest devices is the need for anchorage, as well as the need to physically connect the 
attachment point at the top of the pole, structure, or tower. Fall arrest devices allow the 
lineworker to continue to “free climb”. However wearing a harness creates another problem, 
being restricted by wearing a climbing belt along with a harness. Some manufacturers have been 
developing combination belts to aid in this solution. Then, there are the positioning problems that 
arise while working aloft on the pole. If the lineworker has to maneuver around the pole, the fall 
arrest device becomes more of a restraint device that hinders positioning for the work involved. 
While fall arrest devices may work for arresting a fall, they may not provide the flexibility to 
maneuver into positions favorable for a safe work operation while on the pole in some instances. 
 
Concerns or Complaints 
Now I will address the concerns or complaints about fall restraint devices, which seem to be 
located in the title; restraint. Most experienced free climbers, myself included, complained at 
first about the “restraint” of the device for maneuvering a pole, especially one with many 
obstacles. The most common complaint is how physically demanding and exhausting it is to use 
the fall restraint device, having to utilize two lanyards while crossing obstacles. While I am now 
old (and fat), using these new devices I still climb poles with the same proficiency I did while 
young and thin but without getting exhausted in the process.  I disagree with these complaints. 
 
The essential criteria for all fall restraint devices is that they should be easy to adjust while 
climbing, have simple mechanical characteristics, have strong connectors that meet the ANSI-
Z359.1-07 standard, have functionality that meets the CSA-Z259.14-01 standard, should be 
ergonomic by producing no intrinsically extra movements and versatile enough to fit all size 
poles.  All while fitting into a lineworker’s bag. In Canada, the CSA-Z259.14-01 standard has 
gone above and beyond the U.S. OSHA standard by incorporating a full body harness with a 
body belt.  This benefits the climber in “pole top rescue” situations by providing a means to 
safely bring a lineman down without taking the time to wrap the rope around the armpits and 
tying a proper knot.   
 
Manufacturers 
Some of the products on the market are the Buckingham Supersqueeze, Miller Stop Fall, Jelco 
Pole Choker, Sceptor Pole Shark, Bashlin Pole Lariat, Safelok, etc. 
 
Fall restraint devices as well as fall arrest devices must be inspected along with any equipment to 
be used during pole climbing and the manufacturer’s instructions should always be followed. A 
qualified person should inspect all equipment before each use to ensure the safe operation of the 
equipment. The inspection should include the webbing, carabiners, buckles, and snaps in order to 
provide a safe climb every time.  
  



 
 
Conclusion 
It has been determined that the average person makes about 350,000 decisions every day. If 1% 
of those decisions involve risky behavior, then 350 decisions per day involve dangers associated 
with risk. That’s why it is so important to help pole climbers understand why they interpret and 
respond to risk the way they do, develop skills to internalize improvement of at-risk behaviors, 
and get their improved actions to become subconscious or automatic.  
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