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THE FATAL CONSEQUENCES OF NEARLY GETTING DROP PREVENTION RIGHT 

In early 2019 at an active construction site in Melbourne’s CBD, a workman 
on the 25th storey dropped the shifter he was using.

Weighing about half a kilogram and roughly 600 millimetres long, the 
shifter fell more than 75 metres before landing outside the perimeter of the 
construction site on a nearby busy road.

Reaching a top speed of 133 kilometres per hour, it would have struck the 
ground with an impact force of over 360 kilograms – more than enough to kill 
or permanently disable anyone unlucky enough to be standing underneath it. 

Fortunately, the bar simply landed on the empty median strip of the road, 
doing nothing more than lifting a bit of dust off of the pavement. 
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THE FATAL CONSEQUENCES OF NEARLY GETTING DROP PREVENTION RIGHT 

What was worrying was that the workman and his tools were still cleared to 
work at heights under new, stricter rules. His worksite was one of thousands 
around the country that recognises the need for an updated approach to 
preventing dropped tools that includes new measures such as tool tethers. 
With 15 on-the-job fatalities in 2017 attributable to falling objects the need 
for this is clear.

These systems are designed to arrest a dropped tool before it leaves the 
control of the owner, safely catching it on a short tether or coil where it can be 
easily retrieved. In this way they serve as a welcome adjunct to existing drop 
protection systems including guardrails, toe boards and debris netting. 
At the time of the accident, the workman was using a drop prevention system 
composed of a tether looped around the wrist tied to a karabiner affixed to a 
tool connector point on the shifter. Despite this, the tool still fell.
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A RIGHT WAY AND A 

WRONG WAY 

So how did this happen? Despite all 
the care taken and the workman’s 
compliance with the site safety 
guidelines, how did a situation still arise 
in which a member of the public could 
have been killed by a dropped tool? 

At first glance it seems like everything 
had been done right – the workman was 
using a tether, it was secured to the tool 
connector point using a steel karabiner, 
and the tether was looped around 
something that wouldn’t detach – in this 
case his wrist. How did the tool still drop?

The short answer is that the workman 
hadn’t been taught how to tether his tools 
in the right way. Drop tool prevention isn’t 
something that can be done half-heartedly. 
Just because the broad elements of a 
dropped tool prevention system – anchor, 
tether and tool connector – are in place 
doesn’t mean that the tool is actually 
safe for use at heights. The accident in 
Melbourne is a clear example of a good 
contractor doing what they were told, 
unaware that what they were told was 
wrong.
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Every time one of your team-members goes up in the EWP or heads up the 
scaffolding while carrying a tool of any weight, there is the risk of a fatal 
accident. As such, precision in your choice and application of drop protection 
equipment is vital – you need to match your equipment to your tool to ensure 
that the risk of accident is minimised. In this way, good tool tethering practice 
resembles good PPE practice – you need a helmet, gloves and boots that 
conform to the relevant Australian standards, not just a bike helmet, some 
gardening gloves and any old shoes.

A RIGHT WAY AND A WRONG WAY 
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UNDERSTANDING PROPER TOOL TETHERING 

CLICK TO PLAY

The incident in Melbourne reflects a safety culture that recognises the 
value of tool tethering but is implemented by people who have not done 
sufficient research to ensure that it is done correctly. We can infer this 
from the composition of the workman’s drop prevention system.

The first thing to note is the ultimate cause of the accident – the karabiner. The 
karabiner used to connect the tether to the tool connector was a single-action 
– that is, it only requires a single movement in one direction to open. While fine 
for other applications, these karabiners are totally unsuited for many situations 
involving working at heights. Their single-action operation means that the 
karabiner could be accidentally opened by pressing against the tool, the user or 
a piece of structure.

This is precisely what happened in the 
Melbourne CBD incident: the karabiner was 
inadvertently opened and the tool slipped 
out and fell to the ground. As such, while 
karabiners are frequently used in tool 
tethering, it is recommended to source units 
with a double-action or triple-action opening 
mechanism. These often require the user to 
rotate the locking gate before pulling it, making 
it hard to the point of near impossibility for the 
gate to open accidentally.
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Secondly, the tether attached to the shifter was far too long to be worn around 
the wrist. This is because all tool tethers are breakable when exposed to force 
as indicated by a tether’s max load rating. Since objects accelerate as they 
fall and therefore require greater force to stop, a key design feature to be 
considered when buying a tool tether is its length. By limiting how far a tool 
can fall, a tool tether limits the total amount of kinetic energy that a tool can 
attain, reducing the chance of breakage. In this way, the shorter of two tethers 
made from the same material would be stronger in certain circumstances. 

UNDERSTANDING PROPER TOOL TETHERING 
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UNDERSTANDING PROPER TOOL TETHERING 

Using a 1.3-metre-long tether creates a situation wherein a particularly heavy 
tool could theoretically build up enough kinetic energy to snap the tether, 
defeating the entire system. If the workman was using the shifter overhead 
when he dropped it – and making the not unreasonable assumption that he 
tried to grab it on the way down on reflex – the combined distance of the fall 
from its original point to the end of the tether could easily be double the stated 
length of the tether when factoring in the movement of the anchor point from 
over his head to down by his side.

In 2.6 metres, a heavy tool could easily build up enough speed to cause an 
improperly fitted tool tethering system to fail. A weak or corroded karabiner, 
a cheap tether or a tool connection point without a load rating could all fail 
when exposed to those kinds of forces. The tether worn by the workman was 
better suited for attaching to a load-rated tether anchor that isn’t on the wrist, 
preferably around the waist. As this anchor point isn’t likely to move should the 
tool leave his hand, this limits how far the shifter could fall, drastically reducing 
the forces at play. 

HOW FAR A TOOL 

USED OVERHEAD 

REALLY FALLS ON 

A 1.3M TETHER.

All numbers derived from average 

height, standing reach & crown-to-wrist 

measurements of adult Australian man
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UNDERSTANDING PROPER TOOL TETHERING 

To avoid this accident happening again in the same circumstances, two things 
would need to change: One, switching to a double-action or triple-action 
karabiner. Two, a better choice of tether – for a shifter of this weight to be 
anchored to the wrist, we would recommend a load-rated tether no longer 
than 25cm instead of a 1.3-metre-long unit used here.
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NOT AN ISOLATED INCIDENT

The near-miss in the Melbourne CBD is part of a pattern of incidents 
stemming from a lack of knowledge and guidance around dropped tool 
prevention equipment. As more and more products in this field have 
come on to the market in recent years, more construction companies 
and individual contractors are making their use mandatory when 
working at heights.

While this level of initiative from the industry is praiseworthy, it’s sometimes 
misguided. Companies often enforce the need for any tool tethering solution 
and fail to sufficiently scrutinise the systems worn by employees and 
contractors, letting bad and ineffective systems try to do the work of good 
ones, leading to the creation of a false sense of security.

This does not happen in a vacuum, however. The newness of tool tethering 
as a safety device means that common practice has outpaced legislation 
and regulation. Unlike more traditional safety measures such as guardrails, 
toe boards and debris netting, there is no national standard governing the 
manufacture of tool tethers and no reference in state construction codes of 
conduct to minimum standards that tethers must meet. 

A resulting lack of clarity around tool tethering has led to some truly atrocious 
systems being allowed on worksites across the country. 
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NOT AN ISOLATED INCIDENT

An example of this can be found in an incident on the Gold Coast at the end 
of 2018. A group of façade workers were measuring the exterior of a window 
on the 35th storey. As they brought the tape measure back inside the building 
using a tether, the tape measure caught on the windowsill causing the tether 
to break. The tape measure then fell the roughly 100 metres to the footpath, 
landing outside the bounds of the construction site.

This has unfortunate echoes of a tragic accident in the United States in 
2014 at a New Jersey construction site. A tradesperson working on the 50th 
storey of a construction site attempted to remove a tape measure from his tool 
belt, but lost control of the object. The tape measure fell more than 150 metres 
before deflecting off a piece of the structure and striking a construction worker 
on the ground, killing him.

The only difference between the two incidents was that – fortunately – no one 
was standing underneath the tape measure when it landed on the Gold Coast. 

http://targetzerodrops.com.au
http://targetzerodrops.com.au
https://nypost.com/2014/11/03/worker-dies-after-being-hit-by-falling-tape-measure/
https://nypost.com/2014/11/03/worker-dies-after-being-hit-by-falling-tape-measure/


 www.targetzerodrops.com.au

WHAT NOT TO DO

At GRIPPS, we get the chance to get out there and speak to the boots on 
the ground, so we have a good image of the kind of DIY and sub-standard 
tethering solutions being deployed on jobsites around the country. 

Here are just a few of the ways not to tether your tools that we’ve spotted 
in the wild.
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HOW TO ACTUALLY GET DROPPED TOOL 

PREVENTION RIGHT 

GRIPPS welcomes the decision of Australian contractors and businesses to 
implement dropped tool prevention equipment on their worksites, but we 
would stress the importance of a considered approach. With 3,585 workers 
injured on an Australian jobsite by falling objects in 2017 – that’s 16 every 
workday – it’s vital to get this right. It’s not enough to simply buy some 
drop prevention equipment and start using it – the equipment must be 
matched to your tools and then properly applied and regularly inspected. 

An uninformed approach to tool tethering can be extremely dangerous – we’ve 
seen whole workforces relying on electrical tape grips and repurposed ID 
lanyards to tether heavy hand tools and power tools. This kind of practice is 
foolish and likely to end in a serious accident.

Even mixing and matching professional tethering products can be dangerous – 
every tool and every circumstance needs it own specific response. That’s why all 
GRIPPS products are made for certain applications, ensuring you always have 
the right gear for the right tool and usage.

Just as important is ensuring that your team knows exactly how to use their 
tools. All the tethers in the world won’t stop tool drops if your team doesn’t 
understand how to utilise this equipment safely and effectively. Instilling these 
kinds of safe working practices in your team requires a broader culture of safety 
at the workplace that puts a value on doing things right, not just fast.
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HOW TO ACTUALLY GET DROPPED TOOL PREVENTION RIGHT 

Developing that kind of culture requires a systemic approach to safety at 
every level. The Target: Zero Drops program is that comprehensive, systemic 
approach. A modular system fully customisable to your precise needs, Target: 
Zero Drops moves your business from initial awareness to ongoing results 
management and everything in between:

We help you identify the specific dropped tool risks that exist 
in your workplace and deliver a full audit of your existing safety 
systems and processes. This provides you with a snapshot of 
where you are, so you know exactly how far you have to go.

We make your team part of the solution, helping them 
understand what’s at stake through a keynote address by a 
victim of a dropped object accident. Then, we show them the 
consequences of bad practice, providing a live demonstration of 
a tool drop incident.

We equip you with the tools and knowledge you need to create 
a safer workplace. We teach you how to use the drop prevention 
equipment you’ve purchased, ensuring that it’s applied and 
utilised correctly each and every time.

In Module 1

In Module 2

In Module 3
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If you’re interested in learning more about the 
Target: Zero Drops program, send us a message at

targetzero@gripps.com.au 
and our team will be happy to discuss your needs with you. 

PRODUCTS RESEARCH & NEWS OUR STORY CONTACT STORE FINDER CATALOGUE

We help to reinforce the message, delivering on-site and digital 
communications packs the ensure that from their first day on 
the job to their leaving party, your team members are reminded 
every day of the role they play in creating a safe workplace.

We ensure that these positive changes stay permanent, 
providing a post implementation audit and review alongside 
ongoing refresher courses. 

In Module 4

In Module 5

With GRIPPS and Target: Zero Drops, your team will have everything they need 
to prevent drops in and around their workspaces. 

HOW TO ACTUALLY GET DROPPED TOOL PREVENTION RIGHT 
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