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Further information

This guide is produced by the Forest Industry Safety Accord (FISA)
59 George Street, Edinburgh, EH2 2JG Tel: 0131 240 1410
Fax: 0131 240 1411 Email: info@ukfisa.com

Copies of this guide and all other FISA priced and free publications
are available by mail order from the FISA office or through the FISA
website www.ukfisa.com. From here you will also be able to access
a wide range of additional forestry safety information including
frequently updated safety alerts.

This guide sets out evidence of good practice for a specific forestry task.
Deviation from the guide should only be considered after a full risk
assessment has been undertaken by competent persons. Health and
safety obligations MUST be met at all times.

THINK SAFE / STAY SAFE

This publication is based on guidance previously published by
HSE in AFAG504 Extraction by cable crane, which was withdrawn
in 2013.

For more general information about health and safety, please visit
the Health and Safety Executive website www.hse.gov.uk
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INTRODUCTION

This leaflet covers the use of cable crane systems for the
extraction of whole trees, poles or shortwood to the roadside. 

You can use this leaflet, along with the manufacturer’s handbook,
as part of the risk assessment process to help identify the
controls to put in place when operating a cable crane system. 

This leaflet does not cover a combination of machines working 
within each other’s risk zones (see FISA leaflet 605 Mechanical
roadside processing).

You must also assess the effect of the site and the weather as
well as following this guidance. 

All operators must have had appropriate training in how to
operate the machine and how to carry out the tasks required (see
FISA leaflet 805 Training and certification).

This leaflet must be read in conjunction with FISA leaflet 501
Tractor units in tree work. 

ELECTRICITY

� 1 Never erect or operate a cable crane system underneath
energised overhead electric lines.

� 2 A safe working distance must be maintained between the
cable crane system and any energised overhead electric
lines. Consult the electricity company to establish the safe
working distance for each set of lines. 

� 3 Never breach the safe working distance(s) given by the
electricity company.

� 4 Never carry a ladder or other long object unless it is carried
parallel to and as near the ground as practicable.

� 5 Never move the cable crane with the tower in the raised
position.

� 6 Stop work and move well clear of the equipment during a
thunderstorm because of the risk of lightning strikes.

SAFE WORKING LOADS

� 7 Cable crane operations fall under the Lifting Operations and
Lifting Equipment Regulations 1998 (LOLER). Specific
guidance for forestry operations on compliance with LOLER
is given in HSE’s INDG290: A Simple Guide to LOLER.

� 8 The weight of any load must not exert a force greater than the
manufacturer’s recommended safe working load on any
component in the system. Operators should have enough
information to enable them to determine the safe working load
for the system, including taking account of the weight of the
extended cable and the suitability of anchor points/spar trees.

� 9 The machine and system must be equipped with ropes and
components to the manufacturer’s recommended
specification, and must be in serviceable condition. All
hooks and shackles must be suitably marked with their
safe working load.

WIRE ROPES

� 10 A Test Certificate must accompany the winch ropes when
they are purchased and this must be retained. 

� 11 The rope size and lay of the ropes used must be to the
winch manufacturer’s recommendations. Never attempt to
join ropes of different diameters.

� 12 Sheaves, rollers and other equipment for guiding ropes
should be compatible with the dimension of the rope and
they should be kept in a serviceable condition to avoid
damaging wire ropes. 

� 13 Hauling ropes must be securely fastened to winding drums.
At least three full turns should remain on the drums at all
times.

� 14 All ropes should be terminated in a suitable way such as
splicing, soft eye loops or swaging – do not use knots.

� 15 Check daily for visual signs of rope deterioration such as
excessive wear, broken wires or strands, distortions and
corrosion. Repair or replace broken or damaged ropes
without delay.

� 16 Replace all ropes when their nominal diameter falls below
90% of the original.

� 17 Broken or badly frayed ropes must be joined by adequate
splicing or be replaced. Knots greatly reduce the strength
of the ropes and must not be used.

� 18 Broken or damaged skyline ropes must be repaired at once.
The splice must be as long in metres as the actual diameter
in millimetres (eg with 13mm skylines the splice must be
13m long). In hauling ropes, a 3m splice is adequate.

� 19 Damaged or broken anchor ropes must be replaced.



OPERATING THE WINCH

� 33 The cable crane system must only be operated in accordance
with the manufacturer’s instructions. 

� 34 All operators must be protected either by machine guarding or
by their work position. Consider hazards such as being hit by
timber that may be pulled or ejected from the timber stack.

� 35 The winch operator must work only on agreed signals. 

� 36 Take extreme care when side-hauling close to the tractor. An
extra anchor should be placed to oppose the tension when
large loads have to be side-hauled close to the tractor. 

THE CHOKERMAN

� 37 The chokerman must keep at least 2m in thinning and 4m in
clear fell to the side of the skyline when the wires are in motion. 

� 38 The chokerman must be aware of the possibility of debris falling
from adjacent standing timber during the extraction process.

� 39 Wherever the felling pattern allows, the chokerman must be
positioned behind the load or behind standing trees on the
same side of the rack during side-hauling. 

� 40 The chokerman must avoid standing under intermediate
support wires or their anchor ropes. 

� 41 The chokerman must not attempt to free an obstructed load
when the hauling ropes are tensioned. 

� 42 Do not work within the bight of the slack hauling ropes.

COMMUNICATION

� 43 A suitable form of communication must be in place between all
operators working within the system. Radios must not interfere
with remote-controlled carriage systems. 

� 44 All radio signals must be prefixed by a call sign, except when
sending the ‘stop’ command in an emergency. All receiving
winch operators should obey any such stop signal.

� 45 Where radio communication is not available, use only the
recommended and agreed operating signals (see Figure 1).

RAISING AND LOWERING THE TOWER

� 20 Before raising or lowering the tower, check that anchor ropes are
secure and any tower support stay bolts are removed.

� 21 When using a standing tree to help raise or lower the tower,
ensure the winch rope is securely attached to the tree at least 2m
above the height of the raised tower. 

� 22 When raising or lowering the tower, no one other than the
operator should be within range of the tower in a direct line in
front of or behind the machine.

MOVING AND POSITIONING THE CABLE CRANE

� 23 When moving short distances between racks, check there is
adequate clearance from obstacles. Take special care near
overhead electric or telephone lines. In all other instances
lower the tower before moving.

� 24 Ensure any trailing anchor ropes cannot become fouled on
the machine or other obstructions, and that the skyline and
polypropylene rope drums are secured.

SETTING UP

� 25 The cable crane system must be set up in strict accordance
with the manufacturer’s handbook, which should be available.

� 26 See HSE leaflet INDG405 Top Tips for Ladder and Step-Ladder
Safety for guidance on use of ladders.

� 27 Where there is a risk of falling from the machine, appropriate
measures must be taken to ensure operator safety. This can
include the use of fall-arrest systems where appropriate.

� 28 Ensure crossed anchor ropes are rigged in such a way that
they will not rub against each other.

ANCHORS

� 29 Anchor points, whether natural or artificial, must be strong
enough to maintain the stability of the unit.

� 30 Where trees and stumps are used as anchors, ensure they are
free of rot, secure and strong enough. Check these regularly,
especially after heavy rainfall.

� 31 When stumps are used as anchor points, ensure they are
notched to provide security for the strop. 

� 32 Anchor ropes should be readily adjustable. Terminations in the
ropes should be correctly made.



TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT

� 46 Ensure all necessary maintenance equipment is available
according to the tractor and winch manufacturer’s instructions.

STACKING

� 47 Avoid stacking on top of steep roadside banks.

� 48 Stacks of timber, including unprocessed trees, should
always be made and maintained in a stable condition
taking account of:

• the width and height of the stack;

• the slope and firmness of the ground;

• the use of self-release or manual-release chokers;

• the prevailing weather conditions;

• the level of potential public access.

NOTES

Figure 1: Hand signals

Stop

Haul back no brake

Slacken linesHaul in no brake

Haul back

Haul in

� 49 Take special care in areas frequented by the public. Where
appropriate, although not a substitute for safe stacking, a
prohibition (‘Do not climb on timber stacks’) sign
conforming to the Health and Safety (Safety Signs and
Signals) Regulations 1996 should be displayed, and/or the
stacking site enclosed with hazard warning tape.


