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How To Use A Ratchet
Strap
MASTERING THE ART OF CARGO
CONTROL: A COMPLETE GUIDE
ON HOW TO USE A RATCHET
STRAP

Picture this: you have just loaded your
motorcycle onto a trailer for a weekend
trip, or perhaps you have secured
furniture in the back of a pickup truck
after a long day of moving. The only
thing standing between your precious
cargo and the hard pavement is a length

of webbing and a metal mechanism. For
millions of people around the world, the
humble ratchet strap is the unsung hero
of transportation, yet it is also one of the
most misunderstood tools in everyday
use. Knowing how to use a ratchet strap
correctly is not just about convenience;
it is about safety, legal compliance, and
peace of mind. A strap that is improperly
tensioned can loosen during transit,
leading to damaged goods or, worse, a
serious road hazard. Conversely, a strap
that is routed or fastened incorrectly can
damage the very items you are trying to
protect. Whether you are a seasoned


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

truck driver, a weekend warrior with a
utility trailer, or a DIY enthusiast hauling
lumber from the hardware store,
understanding the proper techniques for
ratchet strap operation is an essential
skill. This guide will walk you through
everything you need to know, from the
anatomy of the device to the step-by-
step process of securing a load, along
with critical safety tips and common
pitfalls to avoid.

Understanding
the Anatomy of a

Ratchet Strap

Before you can master the technique, it
helps to understand what you are
working with. A standard ratchet strap
consists of three main components: the
webbing, the ratchet mechanism, and
the end fittings. The webbing is typically
made of polyester, chosen for its high
strength, low stretch, and resistance to
UV damage and mildew. The ratchet
mechanism is the heart of the tool, a
metal assembly that uses a geared spool
and a pawl to take up slack and lock the
webbing in place under tension. The end
fittings, which can be hooks, loops, or
flat hooks, attach to anchor points on
your vehicle or trailer. There are also two
distinct sides to the webbing: the fixed
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end, which is the shorter piece that
attaches to the ratchet body, and the
loose end, which is the long length that
feeds through the ratchet.
Understanding this distinction is crucial
because mixing them up is one of the
most common errors people make when
learning how to use a ratchet strap.
Additionally, ratchet straps come in
various working load limits, often
abbreviated as WLL. It is imperative to
select a strap whose WLL meets or
exceeds the weight of the cargo you
intend to secure. Using a strap that is
too weak is a recipe for disaster, while
using one that is excessively heavy duty
may be impractical for lighter loads.

Preparing Your
Equipment and
Environment

A successful tie-down operation begins
long before you pull the first length of
webbing. Preparation is the foundation
of safe cargo control. Start by inspecting
your ratchet straps thoroughly. Look for
cuts, fraying, or abrasions on the
webbing. Check the ratchet mechanism
for rust, cracks, or deformities. Ensure
that the springs and pawls move freely
and that the release mechanism
operates smoothly. Examine the hooks
or end fittings for any signs of bending,
cracking, or wear. A damaged strap



should never be used; it is far cheaper to
replace a strap than to deal with the
consequences of a failure. Next, assess
your cargo and your vehicle or trailer.
Identify secure, robust anchor points.
These are typically D-rings, stake
pockets, or reinforced slots on the bed or
frame of the vehicle. Avoid tying straps
to bumpers, axles, or other components
that are not designed for tie-down
forces. Also, consider the shape and
fragility of your cargo. Sharp edges can
cut webbing under tension, so use edge
protectors made of rubber, plastic, or
heavy fabric to shield the straps. Finally,
ensure that your work area is safe. Park
on a level surface, engage the parking
brake, and chock the wheels if
necessary. Rushing through preparation
is a common mistake, and taking a few

extra minutes here can save you hours
of trouble later.

A Step-by-Step
Guide: How to
Use a Ratchet
Strap Correctly

Now that you have inspected your
equipment and prepared your cargo
area, it is time to put the strap into
action. Follow these steps carefully to
achieve a secure and balanced tie-down.

Step 1: Position the Strap and
Attach the Fixed End. Unwind the
entire length of webbing from the
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ratchet spool. Separate the fixed end
from the loose end. The fixed end is the
shorter piece of webbing that is
permanently sewn to the ratchet
mechanism. Attach the hook or fitting on
the fixed end to a suitable anchor point
on one side of your vehicle or trailer.
Ensure the hook is fully seated and
oriented so that it cannot slip off under
load. For flat hooks, make sure they are
facing the correct direction and are
positioned over a stable part of the
anchor.

Step 2: Route the Webbing Over
Your Cargo. Pull the loose end of the
webbing across the top of your cargo.
Keep the webbing flat and free of twists.
A twisted strap will not lie flat against
the cargo, reducing its holding power
and potentially damaging the webbing.

Route the strap to the opposite anchor
point on the vehicle. The webbing should
contact the cargo at the widest or most
stable point to prevent shifting.

Step 3: Attach the Loose End to the
Opposite Anchor. Attach the hook or
fitting on the loose end to the anchor
point on the opposite side of the vehicle.
Ensure it is secure. At this point, the
strap should be draped over the cargo
but not yet tight. You want a reasonable
amount of slack so that you can operate
the ratchet mechanism.

Step 4: Open the Ratchet
Mechanism. This is a step that confuses
many beginners. Locate the release
lever on the ratchet. Typically, you need
to pull the release lever to unlock the
ratchet, then flip the handle into the
open or "load" position. On most



ratchets, the handle will open to a
position where it is roughly
perpendicular to the body of the strap. In
this position, the spool is free to rotate,
and the pawls are disengaged. You may
hear a clicking sound as you open it.

Step 5: Feed the Loose Webbing
Through the Ratchet Spool. Take the
loose end of the webbing and insert it
through the slot in the ratchet spool. Pull
the webbing through until there is
minimal slack. It is important to pull as
much slack out of the system as possible
by hand before you start cranking. The
tighter you get it by hand, the fewer
ratchet strokes you will need, and the
more evenly the tension will be applied.
Ensure the webbing is lying flat and
centered in the spool slot.

Step 6: Close the Ratchet and Begin

Tensioning. Once the webbing is fed
through and you have pulled out the
slack, close the ratchet handle back to
its starting position. You should hear a
clicking sound as the pawls engage the
teeth on the spool. The ratchet is now in
tensioning mode. Begin moving the
handle back and forth. Each time you
push the handle down, it takes up a
small amount of webbing onto the spool.
Each time you lift the handle, it resets
for another pull. Continue this motion
until the strap is tight against the cargo.
You should see the webbing become
taut, and you will feel resistance in the
handle.

Step 7: Check the Tension and
Repeat. Once the strap feels tight, give
the handle a few extra clicks to ensure a
secure hold. Be careful not to
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overtighten. Over-tightening can
damage cargo, induce stress fractures in
equipment, or even break the webbing.
A good rule of thumb is that the strap
should be tight enough that you cannot
easily deflect the webbing with your
hand, but it should not be so tight that it
distorts the cargo or feels like it is at its
breaking point. For larger or heavier
loads, repeat the process with additional
straps, positioning them at strategic
intervals along the length of the cargo.

Step 8: Secure the Excess Webbing.
After tensioning, you will have a tail of
excess webbing. This loose end can be a
flapping hazard while driving. Wind it up
neatly and secure it with a rubber band,
a Velcro strap, or tuck it under itself in a
way that prevents it from coming loose.
Never cut the excess webbing, as this

can cause the strap to unravel and will
shorten its usable life.

Common
Mistakes to
Avoid When
Using a Ratchet
Strap

Even experienced operators can fall into
bad habits. Being aware of the most
frequent errors will help you tie down
your loads more safely and effectively.
One of the most common mistakes is
webbing twist. A twisted strap has



reduced strength and can abrade
against itself or the cargo. Always lay
the webbing flat. Another frequent error
is incorrect routing through the
ratchet. If the webbing is not fed
through the spool slot properly, the
ratchet may not engage correctly, or the
webbing may jam. Always double-check
the webbing path against the
manufacturer's instructions.
Overtightening is also a major issue.
While a secure load is the goal, applying
excessive force can damage the cargo,
the strap, or the anchor points. Use your
judgment and stop when the strap is
snug and the cargo is immobile. Using
the wrong type of anchor is another
critical error. Hooks should be fully
seated over a solid part of the anchor,
not just loosely hanging. Finally, a

surprisingly common mistake is
forgetting to secure the excess
webbing. A flapping strap tail can be
distracting to other drivers and can even
cause injury or damage if it gets caught
in moving parts.

Safety Tips and
Best Practices for
Ratchet Strap
Usage

Safety should always be your primary
concern when securing a load. Here are
some essential guidelines to follow every
time you use a ratchet strap. First,
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always adhere to the Working Load
Limit (WLL) and breaking strength of
your straps. The WLL is the maximum
safe load the strap is designed to hold in
a straight pull. Never exceed this limit.
For overhead lifting applications, ensure
the strap is rated for lifting and that you
are using appropriate hardware. Second,
use edge protectors whenever your
cargo has sharp corners or abrasive
surfaces. A simple edge protector can
prevent a cut that could lead to strap
failure. Third, regularly inspect your
straps before and after each use. Look
for signs of wear, UV damage, chemical
exposure, and fraying. Keep a log of
inspections for commercial applications.
Fourth, ensure that your anchor points
are rated for the load you are securing. A
weak anchor point can fail even if the

strap is perfect. Fifth, never use a strap
that has been knotted to shorten it.
Knots reduce the strength of the
webbing by up to 50 percent and create
stress points. Instead, use a longer strap
and adjust the routing, or use a different
tie-down method. Sixth, be mindful of
weather conditions. Extreme heat can
degrade webbing over time, and freezing
temperatures can make mechanisms
stiff. Finally, always recheck your
straps after driving a short distance.
Loads can shift and straps can loosen as
the vehicle settles. A quick stop after 10
or 15 minutes to retighten is a good
habit to develop.



Maintenance and

Storage for Long

Lasting Straps

Your ratchet straps are an investment,
and proper care will extend their life
significantly. After each use, particularly
if you have been driving in wet, salty, or
muddy conditions, clean the webbing
with mild soap and water. Rinse
thoroughly and allow the strap to dry
completely before storing. Never store
wet webbing, as it can promote mildew
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growth and weaken the fibers. The
ratchet mechanism should be kept clean
and lightly lubricated with a silicone-
spray or a light machine oil. This
nts rust and keeps the moving
parts operating smoothly. Store your
straps in a cool, dry place, away from
direct sunlight. UV radiation is one of the
primary enemies of polyester webbing,
causing it to become brittle and lose
strength over time. Coiling the webbing
neatly and storing it in a bag or a
dedicated storage box will prevent
tangling and protect it from dirt and
debris. Avoid hanging straps on metal
hooks where the webbing can rub
against rough edges
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