
Portable, hand-held, 

combustion engine 

driven brush cutters 

are commonly used for 

cutting weeds, brush 

and similar vegetation, 

and are frequently util-
i sed in  ground -

clearance operations 

connected with con-

struction work, using a 

variety of standard cut-

ting attachments. 

The Health and Safety 

Executive (HSE) has 

become aware of a 

dangerous practice in-
volving the fitting of 

non-standard accesso-

ries, not approved by 

the manufacturers, to 

brush cutting ma-

chines. In particular, 

HSE are aware of the 

UK supply of chain 

flail attachments com-
prising of a cutting 

head incorporating 

lengths of metal chain. 

This alert is relevant 

to any such metal 

brush cutter acces-

sory manufactured or 

assembled from more 

than one component. 

KEY ISSUES: NON-STANDARD METAL BRUSH CUTTING ACCESSORIES FITTED TO PETROL DRIVEN BRUSH 

CUTTERS CAN FAIL CATASTROPHICALLY IN -SERVICE. THERE IS A R ISK OF DEATH OR  SERIOUS INJURY TO OPERATORS 

AND OTHERS IN VICIN ITY FROM EJECTED METAL COMPONENTS. THESE ACCESSORIES ARE MANUFACTURED FROM 

MORE THAN ONE COMPONENT AND ROTATE AT HIGH SPEEDS ANYONE USING THEM SHOULD DISCONTINUE USE OF 

ANY NON-STANDARD METAL CUTTING ACCESSORY  IMMEDIATELY AND CONSULT THE BRUSH CUTTER MANUFACTURER 

FOR GUIDANCE.  

THE SAFETY ALERT ARI SES FROM A FATAL INCIDENT. INIT IAL INVEST IGAT IONS INDICATE 

THAT A LINK FROM A CHAIN FLAIL ATTACHED TO A BRUSH 

CUTTER, STRUCK A NEARBY WORKER IN THE HEAD.   

 

Chain flail attachment with two 

chains 
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Photograph of brush cutter with typical manufacturers' 
cutting attachments  

In contrast with dedicated chain flail machinery, brush 
cutters typically lack the robust guarding arrangements 
required to control the risk from articles (including frag-
ments of chain) being ejected with high energy. The 
guarding supplied with brush-cutters is predominantly 
aimed at protecting the operator from inadvertent contact 
with the cutting accessory.  



Users 

Any brush cutters fitted with chain flail or similar non-standard attachments should be taken out 

of service immediately and the attachments removed and replaced with the manufacturer's ap-

proved accessory.  

Manufacturers' advice should be followed as to the appropriate combinations of cutting tools and 

guards. Such advice is typically available within the instruction books accompanying the machine. 

 

                                 Suppliers 

UK suppliers should immediately cease the supply of such chain flail attachments, whether or not 

intended for "professional use." 

FATAL ACCIDENT 

ACTION REQUIRED:  

The high output shaft speed of a brush cutter creates the potential for significant energy to be 

transferred to the cutter head. The chains affixed to non-standard cutter heads are subject to 

high stresses and impacts during normal use, and the risk from breakage and ejection of chain 

components at high speed is significant. The use of non-standard cutting attachments not ap-

proved by the manufacturer may, because of their geometry and mass, induce excessive 

stresses which could result in premature failure and possible break-up of the brush cutter, 

thereby increasing the risk of injury from any ejected component. 

Manufacturers' original cutting equipment such as nylon cords, metal cutting blades and saw 

blades are designed to be used in combination with specifically designed safeguarding systems. 

The chain flail attachments are not supplied with any compatible safeguard/deflector. 

The harmonised standard for specifying the safety requirements for such machinery, EN ISO 

11806, excludes from its scope brush cutters equipped with metallic blades having more than 

one part (such as chain links.) 

Issues 

Flail attachment fitted to the brush cutter 

The fatal incident involved the use of a twin-chain attachment, similar designs have been en-

countered having 4 chains, and one which utilises chainsaw type chains as the cutting imple-

ment. The presence of a CE mark should not be regarded as a reliable indication that such at-
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