Birmingham, 13 January 2005

THE HANS ® SYSTEM: NECK PROTECTION ENSURED

The Hans ® system appeared in Europe around the year 2000 and has already proved its efficiency. The FIA made it obligatory in Formula 1 and the FIA GT Championship among others and this new safety system for drivers has led to a quiet revolution. Procrastination is no longer possible and it is now up to every driver to envisage his safety in a race in a different light. 

The Hans ® system first appeared in the United States in 1984 and was the result of collaboration between two men, Doctor Robert Hubbard, a professor in biomechanics, and Jim Downing, a racing driver. It was the latter who asked Hubbard to invent a new system to reduce spinal injuries in the case of heavy impacts. After analysing the problem, testing and refining possible solutions the two men brought out the initial Hans ® system in 1990. The death of Dale Earnhardt, one of the biggest stars in the US racing firmament, spurred them on to come up with the product available today. 

The numerous scientific studies carried out by Doctor Hubbard and well-known manufacturers like DaimlerChrysler (which was involved in the final development of the Hans ® system) General Motors and Ford in the recent past have only served to reinforce the credibility of the system’s efficacy. 

Reduced spinal injuries

Claude Meistelman, a member of the FFSA’s Medical Commission, and the chief medical officer of the ‘Equipe France FFSA Rally Team’ explains the advantages of the Hans ® system: “Today the whole of the human body is well protected by the seats, harnesses and other forms of clothing in a racing car, be it in a single-seater, a saloon or a rally car. However, the neck and the upper part of the spinal column are still vulnerable. This is where the highest number of traumatic injuries happen which can lead to a driver’s death.” Recent examples only serve to underline his words. Rally drivers Markko Märtin, victim of a huge accident in Argentina, and Sébastien Loeb who went off in a big way during a test session in Germany both complained of back pains for several days after their respective crashes. 

Yves Morizot, the founder and managing director of the Stand 21 Company which is the licence-holder for the Hans ® system in Europe points out: “Studies show that at an impact of 50 km/h nobody can restrain his head.” If the weight of the helmet is added, the phenomenon becomes even more easily comprehensible.” Professor Meistelman, who has been closely involved in marketing the product in Europe, explains: “Since the system has become compulsory in F1 spinal injuries have decreased considerably in relation to the past and the driver does not feel the effects of a heavy impact for as long.” What this piece of equipment does is to reduce the amplitude of the head’s movement whether forwards, sideways or in corkscrew motion during an accident. A whole raft of studies that it would take too long to mention here proves this. The reduction of these movements has almost eliminated the impact caused by the driver’s face hitting the steering wheel or the dashboard. Thanks to these facts Yves Morizot can state: “An open-faced helmet can be used again in complete safety with the appropriate Hans ® system.”

A product that fits

The product has to fit its client. It is now obligatory and the FIA has kept it under close surveillance as well as participating in the latest attempts to improve the system. Things, though, did not get off to a good start. Rubens Barrichello’s comments that the Hans ®,“was uncomfortable, indeed dangerous”, have not been forgotten and Mark Webber also made a few acid remarks about it. For Yves Morizot these declarations belong to the past: “You don’t sell the Hans ® system like a pair of gloves or a standard driving suit but like a made-to-measure suit or a helmet that is adapted to the driver’s morphology. Eight models with twelve different references are currently available in our catalogue. You have to be very meticulous and very attentive to make sure it is perfectly adapted to the driver’s morphology, his seat and even his car.” While the problem has been partially solved for single-seaters “as the seats are moulded around the driver’s back” it is not the same story for saloons where the length of the harness straps and their mounting points have to be taken into account. Work carried out by Stand 21 and Hans USA with Recaro, the bucket seat designer, has led to a new range of products that have been a great help in adapting the Hans ® system. Claude Meistelman states: “To obtain maximum efficiency and cause no inconvenience the Hans ® system must be used with a harness in which the angle of the belts at shoulder level is almost non-existent with a preference towards the bottom but never the top.” Among the criteria to be taken into account when choosing your Hans ® system is the length of your neck and its diameter. But above all it is vital to do it with the help of a specialist who has an in-depth knowledge of the product and how it works.

A new safety concept 

The Hans ® system is compulsory in IRL, ChampCar, NASCAR, F1, DTM, Formula BMW, V6 Eurocup and FIA GT and has proved its efficacy. For the other branches of the sport it is up to the drivers themselves to become conscious of the validity of the product. The WRC drivers will wear it from 1st January 2005 onwards and tests are presently being carried out. Yves Morizot has this to say: “I’m not for having it made obligatory. It’s up to the drivers to become conscious of the value of the system, and that it has to be accompanied with a series of measures like a suitable helmet complying with the standards in force, a suitable seat and the interior of the car adapted. This should be hammered home to the licence holders to make them realise that it’s another vision of racing.” His summing up is an apt comment on the situation: “In our opinion the life of Michael Schumacher and that of a driver in a local rally are worth the same. It’s up to the drivers to become aware like Schumacher. We’re here to listen to them, help them and guide them in their choice but not to force them.”
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