CHAINSAWS: BETTER SAFE THAN SORRY

It’s a fact, chainsaws get the job done quickly and efficiently but they are dangerous.  From FY 94-98 the Marine Corps and Navy reported 8 injuries due to chainsaw use that resulted in 114 lost workdays.  Chainsaws typically cause the following injuries: deep lacerations and cuts to the hands, knees, feet and head.  Such injuries can be devastating and leave permanent scars.

Kickback – a leading cause of injury
Kickback is common.  It occurs when the moving chain hits a solid object or when the wood closes in and pinches the chain pushing the saw in the opposite direction, towards the operator. The area of the chainsaw most susceptible to kickback is the upper end of the bar.  Never touch the end of the guide bar to any object while the chainsaw is running.    

Actual mishaps – the potential for injury is real
An AT3 experienced kickback the hard way when he cut into a log and the chain hit a knot.  He lost control of the saw and it hit him on the face and neck.  He suffered a superficial laceration on his face but the cut on his neck was deep, just shy of the jugular vein.  Had this cut been just a little deeper it could have ended in tragedy.  Another mishap involved a SSGT cutting up a tree for disposal.  While attempting to saw through a branch the chain was pinched between the joint of the branch and the trunk. The chain dislodged and wrapped around his leg causing a cut that required nineteen stitches, 3 days in the hospital, 14 convalescent days and physical therapy.  

A closer look – at mishap #2

Lets take a closer look at the facts involving the second mishap.  From the beginning, the SSGT was safety conscious.  He inspected the saw prior to use and found it in good condition.  He had previous experience and he wore the following personal protective equipment (PPE): gloves, goggles, coveralls and hard sole boots.  While cutting up the tree for disposal he attempted to remove a branch using one cut.  There were no distractions noted during this operation.   

So what went wrong? 
The SSGT’s technique for cutting the branch did not take into consideration compression and tension on the limb.  By trying to remove the branch with one cut the branch closed in on the chain causing it to dislodge and strike his leg.  Although safety was addressed to a certain degree there were still other opportunities for injury that were overlooked.  There was no mention of hearing protection being used.  Chainsaws typically operate at over 100dbA.  Once hearing is lost it cannot be recovered.  Hard sole shoes were worn but would not offer much protection from a chain.  Steel toe/chain resistant boots are the choice for maximum protection.  He wore goggles to protect his eyes.  A face shield in addition to the goggles provides additional protection for the face.  Finally, use of chainsaw resistant leg protection worn over his coveralls may have lessened the injury. 

A final word

For the weekend chainsaw user all this may sound like overkill. After all, you just need to cut one or two small branches and all that “safety stuff” is for the professionals.  Well, think again.  The mishaps discussed happened to homeowners just like you cutting firewood and performing yard maintenance.  PPE is a must.  Review the manufacturer’s operating instructions and remain attentive to what you are doing. Even experienced users of chainsaws can become complacent and need to be reminded of safety from time to time.  Distractions and inattentiveness can result in an injury you will live with for the rest of your life.  So remember, it’s better to be safe than sorry. 

