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1- NEW ZEALAND 

THE LOGGER'S BACK - 
A PHYSIOTHERAPIST'S IMPRESSION 

A Report by Karen Sweetman, Physiotherapist, Taupo 

INTRODUCTION 
The logging industry Accident Report ing Scheme has indicated tha t  the logger's back is 
a common source o f  injury. This Repor t  describes some of  the  anatomy involved and 
gives guidelines on back in jury prevention. 

THE SPINE 

T h o r a c i c  spine 

Lumbar spine 

As i l lus t ra ted i n  Fig. 1, the spine 
consists of twenty  four bones re fer red 
t o  as "vertebraeu. These' are divided 
in to  three groups : 

- 7 ceryical  vertebrae (neck) 

- 12 thoracic vertebrae (mid-back) 
- 5 lumbar vertebrae (low back) 

Since most injuries occur i n  the lumbar 
spine, i t w i l l  be considered i n  more 
detail. 

The lumbar spine consists o f  f i ve  
bones (or "vertebraeu) connected t o  
each other by discs and supported 
by various l igaments and muscles. 
It is  the discs tha t  al low freedom 
of  movement. Discs are formed i n  
two  parts (see Fig. 2) : 

Fig. 1 - The spinal column 
- the annulus - a th ick  laminated 

l igament wi th in  which is : 

- the nucleus pulposus - a th ick  gel 
w i t h  a high water content. 

The discs are continually being compressed i n  our daily lives. Provided the forces are 
constantly being changed and the pressure on the annulus increased and decreased, there 
are no problems. 

As you bend forwards and backwards, the  qe l  moves t o  the posit ion of least messure. As 
you bend forwards, it bulges backwards, a d  i f  you bend backwards, it bulges forwards 
(see Fig. 2). 

The weakest par t  of the spine is posteriorly (behind), where the vertebral  joints in ter fere 
w i t h  the l igament structure. Weaknesses occur more easily behind than i n  front, where 
the anterior longitudinal l igament gives the annulus a doubly th ick  wall. 



F o r w a r d  bending ( ~ l e x i o n )  Backward bending (Extension) 
fo rces  t h e  nuclear g e l  forces t h e  nuclear ge l  fo rwards  
backwards and stresses and stresses t h e  annular w a l l  
t h e  annular w a l l  a t  t h e  a t  t h e  f ron t .  
back. 

F i g .  2 - Movement of the n u c l e a r  g e l  

CAUSES OF BACK PAIN 
I f  one posi t ion is  kep t  f o r  a long t i m e  w i thou t  change (such as bending dur ing del imbing) 
then  e x t r a  stress i s  added t o  the  annular w a l l  and overs t re tch ing occurs. The g e l  moves 
towards th is  weakened area, bulges beyond i t s  no rma l  conf ines and t h e  problems begin. 

The pa in  begins as a d u l l  backache which, i f  ignored and cont inua l ly  abused, can 
develop i n t o  bu t tock  and/or l eg  pain, wh ich  m a y  rad ia te  as f a r  as t h e  foot .  The pa in  
i s  caused through compression o f  a nerve by  t h e  bulge i n  t h e  annulus. I n  severe 
cases you may  f i n d  you cannot  s t ra igh ten easi ly as t h e  bulge i n te r fe res  w i t h  t h e  
ver tebra l  jo int  mechanism. The fo l l ow ing  photographs show a number o f  logging 
ac t i v i t i es  wh ich  can cause these problems i n  a worker  : 



All t h e s e  ac t iv i t i e s  include e i t h e r  r e p e t i t i v e  or  prolonged fo rward  bending (flexion). 
The  added  weight  of a cha insaw,  log o r  equipment ,  i nc reases  t h e  amoun t  of load 
on t h e  discs. 

AVOIDING BACK INJURIES 
An understanding of t h e  causes  of back  pain c a n  help t o  avoid such  injuries.  If 
pos te r ior  pressure  caused  by bending fo rward  i s  re l ieved  a t  regular  in te rva ls  
th roughout  t h e  working day and  if c o r r e c t  pos tures  kep t  while working and res t ing ,  
t h e  number  of injuries  should b e  minimised. I t  should be  poin ted  out  t h a t  t h e  
"danger period" may  begin on cl imbing o u t  of bed. Overn ight ,  t h e  discs  t a k e  in 
m o r e  w a t e r  and a r e  very  vulnerable  t o  any  inc rease  in pressure.  Pu t t i ng  on your 
boots,  c r amming  in to  t h e  gang t r anspo r t ,  driving t o  t h e  bush, and  immed ia t e ly  
s t a r t i n g  heavy physical  work a l l  i nc rease  t h e  chances  of damage .  

If you have  been  s i t t i ng  a l l  weekend o r  ben t  over  t h e  engine  of your c a r ,  you 
have  a l ready  begun t o  s t r e t c h  t h e  annular  wall. Cont inued  abuse  on Monday 
morning may  b e  t h e  f i na l  s t r aw .  

The  following photographs  show how applying s imple  modi f ica t ions  t o  work 
techniques  c a n  r e d u c e  t h e  likelihood of back  problems occurr ing.  

St ta iah t  back. bend a t  knees - 
Lowered on t o  one knee ra ther  

than bending over 

Kneeling on the l o g  when delimbing 

Another example ' o f  bendi'ng 
the  knee t o  avoid back s t r a i n  



GUIDELINES FOR MINIMISING BACK PROBLEMS 
The advice and exercises t h a t  f o l l ow  should be u t i l i sed no t  only a t  work  b u t  also 
throughout a l l  dai ly  l i v i n g  : 

(1) C o r r e c t  work ing postures must  be used, e.g. 

- bend your knees - n o t  your back 
- l i f t  co r rec t l y  
- where possible, l e t  t h e  t r e e  or  l og  take  t h e  

we ight  o f  t he  chainsaw 

(2) Change work ing techniques where necessary : 

- avo id  c rowded vans 
- improved  fe l l i ng  and de l imbing posture 

(3 )  Simple co r rec t i ve  exercises f o r  p revent ing  f u r t h e r  problems: 

(a) Stand erect. Then p lac ing your 
hands i n  t h e  sma l l  o f  your back, 
bend backwards, ho l lowing your 
lumbar  spine, and then  s t ra igh ten 
t o  t h e  e rec t  posit ion. Repeat  
t e n  t imes.  

(b) L y i n g  face  down w i t h  your hands 
and arms posi t ioned fo r  a press 
up, p e r f o r m  a h a l f  press up 
keeping your hips and legs slack 
and arching your l umbar  spine. 
Repeat t e n  t imes. 

Each exercise should be done before  and a f t e r  any heavy l i f t i n g  or  
prolonged f o r w a r d  bending and, especially, i f  l ow  back pa in  has 
developed. Each exerc ise done co r rec t l y  takes one m i n u t e  t o  
p e r f o r m  t e n  t imes. I f  done th ree  t i m e s  a day as maintenance 
or  t w o  hour ly  if back pa in  i s  evident, they  should help avoid 
fu r the r  d isab i l i t y  o r  los t  t ime.  

Seek med ica l  help i f  problems persist.  
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