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TECHNICAL COMMITTEE

Almost all climbing hardware comes un-
der the European Personal Protective Equip-
ment Directive. This applies to equipment
carried on the person to protect against falls
from a height (eg. harness, ropes, chocks,
karabiners), or to protect against slippage
(crampons), or head protection (helmets).
To be allowed to sell an item of PPE in
Europe a manufacturer must go to an inde-
pendent ‘Notified Body’ and have their
equipment tested against an appropriate
standard and their quality control verified.
Once approval is given the equipment can
carry the CE mark and go on sale.

Pre 1995 the international standards to
which some equipment (mostly ropes and
helmets) was manufactured were those pub-
lished by the UIAA Safety Commission.
Manufacturers could choose whether to
manufacture to the UIAA standard and
whether to apply for a UIAA label. Since
1st July 1995 manufacturers have been re-
quired by law to meet the requirements of
the Directive on PPE. The easiest way to do
this is to meet the requirements of the EN
standards for mountaineering equipment
produced by Working Group 5 of CEN
TC136. Much of the active input into Work-
ing Group 5 comes from members of the
UIAA Safety Commission and as a result
the EN standards are largely based on the
old UIAA standards but with considerable
revision and updating. Since the publica-
tion of the EN standards the UIAA Safety
Commission has redefined its own stand-
ards to be based on the EN standards with a
few additional requirements.

Although the PPE Directive came into
force in 1995 work on the EN standards
has progressed at somewhat variable pace.
Most of the Standards have now been com-
pleted and published but a few (helmets, ice
tools, crampons, descenders and belaying
devices) are still being worked on.

Q Does the PPE directive not sti
fle invention. What of useful

items that do not come under an exist-
ing standard or would not meet the re-
quirements of a standard. RP’s come to
mind?

In practise the PPE directive is surprisingly
sympathetic toward innovation. For items
where no appropriate standard exists then
the manufacturer is free to write his own in-
house standard and present this to the ‘Noti-
fied body’ for approval. So long as the in-
house standard meets the requirements of
the Directive, and the manufacturer’s qual-

ity control is up to scratch then CE approval
will be given. Also, the Directive allows for
different levels of protection.  The EN stand-
ard for chocks (EN12270), having the needs
of climbers in mind, specifies a minimum
strength of only 2kN. RPs meet the standard,
and have CE approval.

Q How does PPE apply to equip
ment made outside Europe?

If equipment is classified as PPE it must be
submitted to a ‘Notified Body’ before it can
legally be sold. If the Notified Body is satis-
fied that it meets the appropriate European
standard and if the company’s quality con-
trol is in order then it can be appropriately
marked and sold in Europe.

Q With the CN working groups
now producing the legally re-

quired standards has the UIAA’s stand-
ards role become superseded?

UIAA standards are still the international
benchmark, and many non European coun-
tries manufacture to the UIAA standard. This
matches and sometimes exceeds the Euro-
pean standard. In addition the UIAA safety
commission is constantly reviewing stand-
ards, which the CEN working group cannot
do, and modifying its standards if necessary.
It is envisaged that this process will then feed
into CEN standards work as they are up-
dated. Because UIAA standards can be modi-
fied relatively quickly this means that UIAA
standards will be the most up to date.

Q I’m told that PPE requires me
to retire my equipment after a cer-

tain time, is this true?
NO. The PPE directive requires that manu-

facturers of equipment ‘subject to ageing’
include with their product information ad-
vice to the user on when to retire equipment.
In response most manufacturers took the ob-
vious step of giving a lifetime, typically in
the form of “ x years of average use and in
any case not more than y years regardless of
use”. The figures x and y tend to be very
conservative, as the manufacturers quite un-
derstandably have to be 100% sure that the
item will not have degraded significantly after
y years. In practice the figures are not terri-
bly helpful. In use any item’s lifetime is en-
tirely dependant on the pattern of use (or
misuse). The decision on when to retire
equipment should be made on the basis of
an equipment log, regular checks and a
knowledge of how various uses will degrade
the equipment. If equipment has been stored
unused then things become complicated, an
individual can make a free choice to use
equipment for as long as they have confi-
dence in it but a centre will have to have a
clear-cut argument if equipment is to be used
after being stored for y years.

Standard Practice
Don't know your PPEs from CEN?
Climbing Equipment Standards explained...

Q Now that all climbing gear has
to meet the standards, is there any

point in buying anything other than the
cheapest gear?

Yes, there is. The standards are not “stand-
ards of excellence”. To pass the standard,
equipment only has to meet the minimum
requirements for the lowest level of protec-
tion. Hence it is more important than ever for
the user to understand the strength markings
on the gear he is buying. With chocks and
camming devices, always compare the fail-
ure strengths.  A camming device with a fail-
ure strength of 5kN may seem financially
very attractive, but a 10kN strength will give
a much higher margin of safety. On karabiners
the gate-open strength is the important
number. Remember that the manufacturer’s
data only applies when the gear is brand spank-
ing new. Some gear will deteriorate faster than
others. This is particularly important with
ropes; good abrasion resistance and more
nylon in the rope may cost more money, but
it may be worth it in the long run. Other
factors such as feel, handling, ease of use, are
very personal but very important. So price
should certainly not be the only criterion.

Q I thought  standards are meant
to ensure equipment is safe but

how come some gear still breaks in nor-
mal climbing situations?

Climbing equipment standards are written
to minimise the risk of failure whilst keeping
the equipment usable. The consequences of a
failure are also taken into account. In the case
of ropes a failure is likely to have fatal conse-
quences and so the standard demands a high
level of safety. As a result a rope has never
broken in use due to design or manufactur-
ing faults (they have always failed by abra-
sion, cutting, or chemical degradation). In
the case of snapgate karabiners a failure is less
likely to have fatal consequences and climb-
ers want lightweight karabiners. Because of
this the standard allows an open gate strength
of 7kN. This makes open gate failure very
unlikely but not impossible. The EIP sees a
couple of such failures each year but fortu-
nately such incidents rarely have injuries as-
sociated with them.

Steve McClure taking time off from
Ravenstor and wondering what relevance
PPE is to his gear. Photo: Alex Messenger
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