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Cases In Point 

A carpenter working alone is caught in

mid-fall by his safety harness, only to die 15

minutes later from suspension trauma.

An electrical worker is lowered into a shaft 

after testing for toxic gases. He is lowered 

on a cable and is positioned at the right level 

to repair a junction box. After five minutes 

he is unconscious-- but his buddies tending 

the line donôt realize it, and 15 minutes later 

a dead body is hauled out.



History

ÅHarnesses have been in workplaces and 

recreation environments since the early 1970ôs.

ÅSince then, approximately 100 deaths have been 

attributed to suspension trauma.

ÅDiscovered in France by Dr. Maurice Amphoux in 

1978 after several unexplained deaths on rope 

whilst caving were attributed to exposure.

ÅDr. Amphoux concluded that remaining immobile 

in a harness for as little as 10 mins could be fatal.

ÅIn one case the subject lost consciousness in as 

little as 3.5 minutes.



What is suspension trauma?

ÅóSuspension Traumaô

- The medical effects of immobilisation in a vertical 

position

- Medical term is óOrthostatic Incompetenceô

ÅIt presents an immediate threat of death to 

anyone immobilised in a vertical position

- Hanging still in an industrial, theatrical or sport 

harness

- Stretcher patients, performers, stuntmen, confined 

space workers



Immobile is important!

ÅSuspension trauma can only affect 

someone who is immobile ïspecifically 

not using their leg muscles to any great 

extent

ÅIt does not normally affect people who 

wear a harness but who are:-

- Actively moving about (climbing, caving, etc)

- Suspended for only a minute or two 

(parachutists)

ÅThe danger is when someone is unable to 

move, or forgets to bother!



ÅThe onset and 

progression of 

Suspension Trauma are 

rapid and unpredictable

ÅAll those óworking at 

heightô must be trained in 

how to recognise, 

manage and prevent 

suspension trauma


