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Technical Bulletin
Self-Retracting Lifelines

OVERVIEW

A self-retracting lifeline (SRL) is a type of fall arrest device that incorporates a retractable
lifeline made from synthetic fibre rope, webbing, or wire cable, stored on a spring-biased
reel within a protective housing. The mechanism maintains light tension on the lifeline,
keeping it as short as possible while allowing free movement within the working area.

Working lengths typically range from 2 m to 50 m and are measured from the anchor
connector to the end hook when fully extended. In the event of a fall, the lifeline is rapidly
deployed untilit reaches a “lock-on” velocity, activating the braking system. AS 1891.3:2020
governs the design and performance of SRLs in Australia, while EN 360:2002 remains
relevant for international equipment used under conformity.

Compact models (e.g. 1.8m — 3m) are often referred to as ‘mini SRLs’ or ‘Personal Fall
Limiter (PFL). Some lack internal energy absorbers and rely instead on integrated or
external tear-web energy absorbers as per manufacturer instructions.

SRLs commonly incorporate a swivel, either in the housing or the hook, to minimise lifeline
twisting due to user rotation.

Australian-compliant SRLs must meet the static and dynamic performance criteria of AS
1891.3, which generally aligns with international standards like EN 360 and ANSI Z359.
The maximum arresting force permitted is 6 kN, with a maximum arrest distance of 2.0 m
(AS 1891.3 Clause 5.4).



Self-retracting lifelines (SRLs) are designed for single-person use only and should ideally be
anchored above the user’s head. They provide automatic fall arrest over a defined working area
and allow users to move freely without adjusting the line length.

SRLs must be selected for the intended application. In situations where overhead anchorage is not
possible or where the user may be exposed to sharp or abrasive edge hazards, only leading edge
(LE) rated SRLs, explicitly designed and tested for horizontal use and edge resistance, must be
used. These are typically marked as LE, EDGE, or similar by the manufacturer.

SRLs should not be used on sloped surfaces or over soft materials (e.g. grain, sludge, sand) where
fall arrest speeds may not be reached, unless verified by the manufacturer.

Use in the Horizontal Plane

Standard SRLs are generally designed for vertical use only. However, many modern models are
available as leading edge (LE) SRLs, which are engineered for horizontal use and dynamic edge
impact conditions.

Users must consult the manufacturer’s instructions and markings to confirm whether the SRL is
suitable for horizontal deployment and capable of surviving dynamic loading across a sharp or
abrasive edge. Use of a non-LE-rated SRL in horizontal or edge-exposure scenarios may result in
lifeline failure during a fall.

Note: Leading edge SRLs often include:

* Heavier-duty lifeline construction (e.g. reinforced cable or edge-tested webbing)

» External or integrated energy absorbers near the harness connection to reduce fall energy
»  Specific anchoring guidance to ensure proper deployment angle and fall clearance

Improper horizontal use of non-LE SRLs remains a common cause of failure in industrial fall
incidents and is a compliance risk under WHS Regulation Clause 36 (Safe Design of Plant) from
the Model Workplace Health and Safety Act, part 5.1.

Use Where the Lifeline May Pass Over an Edge During Arrest

Under the WHS Regulations (Regulation 36 — Safe design of plant) and the Safe Work Australia
Code of Practice: Managing the Risk of Falls at Workplaces, fall arrest systems must be selected,
designed, and installed to avoid introducing additional risks - such as the potential for the lifeline to
be cut or damaged during a fall.

When an SRL is used in a horizontal configuration or in a situation where the lifeline may contact or
travel over an edge, there is a serious risk of failure due to abrasion, cutting, or sharp-edge impact.
This is especially critical during a pendulum (swing) fall where the edge can act as a shearing point.
Only leading edge (LE) SRLs, which are specifically tested and rated for use over sharp or abrasive
edges, must be used in these conditions. These devices typically include reinforced lifelines and
additional energy absorption capacity to mitigate the increased forces and risks associated with
edge exposure.

Important. Performance will vary depending on the lifeline construction (e.g., galvanised vs



stainless steel), the type of edge (steel vs concrete), and the fall angle. Copper-coloured ferrules on
stainless steel lifelines can help with identification, but this alone does not guarantee edge rating.

The user and system designer must assess edge hazards and ensure that only edge-rated SRLs
are used where applicable.

Additional Energy Absorbers

Do not attach separate energy absorbers to SRLs unless explicitly allowed by the manufacturer. Doing
so may result in unpredictable performance.

Weight Limits

AS 1891.3 testing is based on a 100 kg test mass, with a user weight not exceeding 140kg. Users
exceeding this, including equipment, must consult the SRL manufacturer for approval.

SRLs in Restraint

SRLs are not designed for fall prevention (restraint) but may be used in that context if the total lifeline
length ensures the user cannot reach a fall risk, and if permitted by the manufacturer.

Flexible / Cable-Based Horizontal Lifelines

SRLs should not be used with horizontal flexible lifelines unless specifically rated for such systems.

Critical Safety Checks Before Use:

*  Pre-use inspection (refer to Manufacturer user Manual)
*  Anchor suitability and height

» Avoidance of edges or obstructions

»  Correct attachment to harness fall arrest point

« Sufficient fall clearance available

Before Use:

* Visually inspect indicator mechanisms

*  Fully extend lifeline and check for damage or wear

»  Check locking functionality by sharply pulling the lifeline
* Inspect connector, hook, stitching, and swages

*  Ensure device is within inspection period



Ensuring your SRLs are inspected is vital to ensuring a safe
system of work is in place.

A detailed inspection should be performed by a competent person every 6 months (or as defined
by company procedures). This inspection must be documented.

An interim inspection may be required in harsh environments (chemicals, dust, debris etc.) The
frequesncy of this inspection is risk-based.

Withdraw from use if any of the following is observed:

Webbing/Fibre Rope:
* Abrasion, cuts, fading (UV damage), chemical contamination

Wire Rope:
* Kinks, corrosion, strand protrusion (bird-caging), broken wires, heat damage

SRLs must be serviced and recertified b¥ the manufacturer or
authdorised agent at least annually, or more frequently under harsh
conditions.

Refer to manufacturer instructions.

Lifespan depends on materials spec, usage intensity, storage conditions, and cleaning frequency.

Clean webbing with mild soap (<40 degrees C)
Dry naturally; disinfect with approved solutions.
Clean metal with non-caustic cleaners.



A documented, site specific rescue plan must be in place before SRL
use.

All users must be trained in:

*  SRL functionality and limitations

*  Pre-use checks

*  Correct connection methods

*  Compatibility with PPE (AS/NZS 1891.4)

Self-Retracting Lifelines (SRLs) must be carefully selected, used, and maintained according to AS/
NZS 1891.3:2020, with edge-rated (LE) models required for any application involving horizontal use or
potential contact with sharp edges.

SRLs are designed for single-user fall arrest and must be anchored overhead whenever possible,
allowing freedom of movement while automatically arresting a fall within a short distance. Non-LE-rated
SRLs must never be used in scenarios involving edge hazards, sloped surfaces, or soft substrates where
proper activation may not occur.

Key safety measures include ensuring compatibility with other system components, never modifying
SRLs with unapproved energy absorbers, and confirming that the device is suited for any horizontal or
restraint application as specified by the manufacturer.

Pre-use inspections, six-monthly competent-person checks, and annual servicing by authorised agents
are mandatory, especially in harsh environments.

Users must be trained in SRL functionality, correct attachment methods, pre-use checks, and rescue
planning, with a documented rescue procedure in place before use. Proper selection, inspection, and
use of SRLs are essential to preventing serious incidents and ensuring WHS compliance in height safety
systems.

For any additional information, please refer to other Technical Bulletins on the WAHA website.
Please use the links on this website to contact your Member Company of choice at:-

www.WAHA.org.au
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