Ladder Safety – More Info
The following two articles were written by Tinus Boshoff of the SA Labour Guide (unfortunately no longer available online at www.labourguide.co.za/safe-use-of-ladders-at-work).

Safe Use of Ladders at Work (Part 1)
by Tinus Boshoff 
Accidents involving ladders leads to an alarmingly high amount of work related incidents. The use of ladders is usually associated with the performance of work or tasks from an elevated position. Just last week while visiting a shop at the mall, I saw a pregnant lady on a step ladder placing items on shelve. When I walked closer to her to discuss the matter, I saw that the ladder she was standing on was defective and poorly maintained.  
Working on heights is traditionally labelled or classified as a high risk activity. Incident records include numerous accounts of workers killed in falls from ladders. Serious head injuries and broken bones are frequent outcomes from ladder mishaps. Many electrocution deaths are caused by ladders that accidentally make contact with electrical sources like high power lines.  
Typical questions asked in this regard include questions like: 
What is meant by ‘‘working on heights’’? How high is a height? From what height should a ladder or scaffolds be used? What are the requirements set for ladders? 
Let’s turn our attention to ‘‘General Safety Regulation 6’’ of the Occupational Health and Safety Act (Act 85 of 1993). This regulation deals with ‘‘work in elevated positions’’.  No specific height is mentioned by this regulation; in fact, anything off ground should be considered as a height or elevated position. Just to re-emphasis, anything above ground level is an elevated position. 
This regulation stipulates that no person may work or be allowed to work in an elevated position (above ground level) unless such work is performed safely from a ladder or scaffolding, or from a position where such person has been made as safe as if he or she were working from scaffolding. How many times do we climb on items like a chair or drum to reach an item from a shelf or cupboard? When we look at construction work you will find that ‘‘Construction Regulation 4(b)’’ stipulates that no person may work in an elevated position, unless such work is performed safely as if working from a scaffold or ladder. It is clear from the above mentioned regulation that a ladder must be used for this purpose. This prescription applies from the office environment to more hazardous workplaces like construction sites. Ladders and scaffolds are basically used when you can't reach the work above you safely from the ground or from a solid structure. Please note that these devices are meant as temporary work platforms. 
For the purpose of this article we will focus on the proper or safe use of ladders at work. Many different types of ladders are available on market. Each type is designed to perform a certain kind of work. Examples include stepladders for industrial, commercial and household use. There are single ladders, sectional ladders, extension ladders and rolling ladders just to mention a few. Ladders may be made of wood, fiberglass or metal, and they may be portable or fixed. 
In order to lay down the conditions for the safe use of ladder at work it would be appropriate to look at the factors that mainly contribute or lead to ladder accidents. The following are the major causes of ladder accidents: 
(a)     Defective or poorly maintained ladders. 
(b)     Ladders are not correctly held, tied-off or otherwise safety secured. 
(c)     Slippery surfaces and inclement weather conditions cause workers to lose footing on rungs or steps. 
(d)     Workers fail to grip ladders adequately when climbing up or down. 
(e)     Workers take unsafe positions on ladders (such as leaning out too far). 
(f)      Incorrect placement; poor footing or at improper angles cause ladders to slide.
(g)     Ladders are toppled by high winds.
(h)     Ladders are carelessly handled or improperly positioned near electrical lines.
(i)      Workers not properly informed or trained in the correct use of ladders.
(j)      The lack of safe working procedures or safe systems of work.
(k)     Inadequate supervision. 
In order to deal with the above mentioned we need to look at the legal prescriptions pertaining to ladders. General Safety Regulation 11 refers. According to this regulation, a ladder must be constructed of sound material and should be suitable for the purpose for which it is used. Each ladder must be fitted with non-skid devices at the bottom ends. It should have hooks or similar devices at the upper ends of the stiles to ensure the stability of the ladder during normal use. If not fitted with hooks or similar devices at the upper ends to keep it stable; it should be lashed, held or secured whilst being used as to ensure the stability of the ladder under all conditions and at all times. 
No ladder may be used or permitted to be used, if it has rungs fastened to the stiles only by means of nails, screws, spikes or in like manner. The same applies to rungs which have not been properly let into the stiles. In the case of welded ladder or ladders of which the rungs are bolted or riveted to the stiles, the rungs need not be let into the sides. No ladder may be used if it has damaged stiles, or damaged or missing rungs.  
The employer may not permit the use of a ladder, when a ladder which is required to be leaned against an object for support be used which is longer than 9 m. The reach of a ladder may not be extended by the fastening of two or more ladders, in other words be joined together. These provisions shall not apply to extension of free-standing ladders. 
In the case of wooden ladders the employer must ensure that the ladders are constructed of straight grained wood, free from defects, and with the grain running in the length of the stiles and rungs. Wooden ladders may not be painted or covered in any manner, unless it has been established that there are no cracks or other inherent weaknesses. Ladders may however be treated with oil or covered with clear varnish or wood preservative.  
When work is done from a ladder, the employer must take special precautionary measures to prevent articles from falling off and provide suitable sheaths or receptacles in which hand tools shall be kept when not being used.  
In the case where a fixed ladder is used; which exceeds 5 m in length and is attached to a vertical structure with an inclination to the horizontal level of 75 or more, the ladder must be least 150 mm away from the structure to which the ladder is attached. It must be provided with a cage which extends from a point not exceeding 2.5 m from the lower level to a height of at least 900 mm above the top level served by the ladder. It must be able to provide firm support along its whole length for the back of the person climbing the ladder, and for which purpose no part of the cage shall be more than 700 mm away from the level of the rungs. This shall not apply if platforms, which are spaced not more than 8 m apart and suitable for persons to rest on, are provided.
Please ensure that you do make use of ladders where required. Never use a ladder other than its intended purpose. Remember that lives could depend on the proper use of this piece of equipment at work. Through this article I would like to encourage you to take the time to ensure that all ladders on site are in a good condition and properly used by workers or contractors at work. Prevention is better than cure. 
For more information contact Tinus Boshoff on tinus@labourguide.co.za 
Guidelines for the Safe Use of Ladders at Work (Part 2)
by Tinus Boshoff 
Last week, one of our newsletter focused on ‘‘the safe use of ladders’’. Due to a number of inquiries in this regard, I would like to look at practical aspects related to the safe use of ladders at work. 
Ladder related accidents should be prevented at all cost. The pro active prevention of work related injuries makes good management scene. Legislation in the form of the General Safety Regulations (discussed in the previous newsletter) sets specific requirements that ladders need to comply with. In order to ensure legal compliance, regular inspections should be carried out on ladders used at work. Workplace inspections help to identify existing hazards as well as non compliance with legislation and should be performed so that appropriate corrective action can be taken. This function is normally delegated by management to the worker or the health and safety representative of the workplace and forms part of the so called ‘‘safe systems of work’’. 

Many types of ladders are available, and each is designed to do a certain kind of work. It is imperative to check ladders for defects before it is used. This should be done in order to monitor and maintain the status or conditions of ladders being used. Defective ladders should be taken out of service and either tagged for repair or scrapped.  

When inspections are performed, the following aspects should be taken into consideration: 
· Are we using the correct type of ladder for the tasks performed (as recommended by the manufacturer)? 
· Every ladder has a number as well as a corresponding checklist? 
· Are inspections properly recorded (record keeping)? 
· Ladders are not spliced or jointed together? 
· The side rails and feet are secure? 
· There are no loose steps? 
· The ladder is it standing firmly? 
· The ladder has no loose steps? 
· The ladder has no loose rungs? 
· It was correctly fixed? 
· There are no loose bolts? 
· There are no loose parts? 
· No cracked or splits upright? 
· No broken uprights present? 
· No cracked/split/broken braces? 
· No cracked/split/broken steps? 
· No cracked/split/broken rungs? 
· No damaged non-slip bases? 
· Are non-slip devices in good condition? 
· No wobbling/free from paint? 
· No loose hinge spreaders? 
· No bent hinge spreaders? 
· Are the stops on spreaders in a good condition? 
· Are the hinge spreaders in a safe condition? 
· No corrosion/splinters? 
· Identified number marked? 
· Is ladder free from paint? 
· Are ladders stored safely? 
The Occupational Health and Safety Act do not stipulate the frequency of planned ladders inspections. Self regulation on the side of the employer applies; employers should take their own situation in consideration and then decide what intervals will be best suitable for their particular work environment. This should be done to ensure legal compliance on the side of the employer. Records of previous accidents and the potential for serious accidents and injuries are factors to be included when determining if more frequent inspections are needed. Depending on the workplace and the type of hazards that might develop, inspections may be scheduled daily, weekly, or monthly. 

The following aspects should be taken into consideration when dealing with ladders: 
Things that should be done (Do’s): 
· Use the correct type of ladder for the type of work that will be performed. Do not use the ladder for any purposes other than those recommended by the manufacturer. 
· Ensure the competence of persons using ladders. (Knowledge, skills, experience - physical and physiological ability of workers). It will for example be wrong to allow a person with a fear of heights to work in an elevated position. 

· Make sure the ladder is strong enough to support the weight of the worker as well as the tools that will be used. The worker and the materials on the ladder should not exceed the recommended load limit. 
· Always inspect the ladder to ensure that it is in a good state of repair. Ladders with weakened, broken, bent or missing steps, broken or bent side rails, broken, damaged or missing non-slip bases, or otherwise defective must not be used and must be tagged and removed from the worksite. 

· All portable ladders must be equipped with a non-slip base. 

· Before the ladder is used, first ensure proper housekeeping in the surrounding area. Remove all clear scrap and material away from the base and top of the ladder. Getting on or off the ladder is a relatively dangerous activity. 
· Before setting up ladders, always check for overhead power lines or electrical hazards. Never use aluminum ladders near live electrical equipment or wires.
· Always secure the base against accidental movement. The top should also be secured where possible.
· Set or place the ladder on a firm and level surface. If the base or soil is too soft, rough or slippery it may lead to slipping of the ladder. Be on the lookout for loose gravel, mud, damp, ice, sand or slight graded surfaces.
· If the ladder is to be used in areas like doorways, passageways, driveways, always barricade it or have it guarded. This is to protect the worker on the ladder and for the safety of the persons down below.
· When climbing up or down the ladder, workers should always face the ladder.
· Always maintain 3-point contact when climbing up or down the ladder. That means two hands and one foot or two feet and one hand on the ladder at all times.
· Keep your centre of gravity between the side rails. The workers belt buckle should never be outside the side rails.
· Keep shoes or boots clean of mud, grease or any slippery materials which could cause loss of footing.
· Only one person should be on a ladder at a time.
· Workers should move slowly and carefully on a ladder.
· When using an extension ladder, the length of the ladder must be such that the worker stands on a rung not higher than the third or fourth from the top.
· Wooden ladders should be unpainted or finished with a clear non-conductive wood preservative.
· Check aluminum ladders for dents and bends in side rails, steps and rungs.
· On extension ladders, make sure that ropes, pulleys and locks are in good working order.
· Use fall-arrest equipment such as ladder-climbing devices or lifelines when working from long ladders or when climbing vertical fixed ladders.
Things that should not be done (Don’t):
· Do not put the base of the ladder on soft, non-compacted, or rough soil that may cause it to slip.
· When climbing up or down, do not carry tools or material in your hands. Instead, carry them on a tool belt, or move them with rope or a basket. 
· Do not position ladders against flexible or moveable surfaces.
· Workers on a ladder must not straddle the space between the ladder and another object.
· Never erect ladders on boxes, carts, tables, or other unstable surfaces.
· When using a step ladder, lock the spreaders into place before ascending the ladder, and make sure the legs of the stepladder are fully open.
· Ladders must not be used horizontally as substitutes for scaffold planks, runways or any other service for which they have not been designed.
· Stand no higher than the third or fourth rung from the top. Maintain knee contact for proper balance.
· Do not splice or join short ladders together to make a long ladder – the side rails will not be strong enough for the extra loads. 
· Never use a ladder for other than its intended purpose.  
· Do not use ladders for bracing – they are not designed for this type of loading. 
· Do not set up ladders in doorways, passageways, driveways, or any other location where they can be struck or knocked over. 
· Do not use a wooden ladder when wet because it might twist or loosen when it dries. 
· In the case of aluminum ladders, do not use metal pipe to replace a rung. 
· Never rest a ladder on its rungs. Ladders must rest on their side rails. 
· Don’t lean out from a ladder because you can cause it to tip.
· Never move a ladder while someone is on it.
· Do not work on a ladder if you are ill, overly tired or possibly under the influence of alcohol or any drug. 
· Do not use outdoor ladders during bad weather such as rain, wind or lightning.
For more information contact Tinus Boshoff tinus@labourguide.co.za 

An extract from the Occupational Health and Safety Act (1993), General Safety Regulations for Workplaces (1987) - retrieved November 18, 2013, from http://www.acts.co.za/occupational-health-and-safety-act-1993/index.html - 13A. Ladders

1) An employee shall ensure that every ladder is constructed of sound material and is suitable for the purpose for which it is used, and -

a) 
is fitted with non-skid devices at the bottom ends and hooks or similar devices at the upper ends of the stiles which shall ensure the stability of the ladder during normal use; or

b) 
is so lashed, held or secured whilst being used as to ensure the stability of the ladder under all conditions and at all times.

2) No employer shall use a ladder, or permit it to be used, if it -

a) 

i) 
has rungs fastened to the stiles only by means of nails, screws, spikes or in like manner; or

ii) 
has rungs which have not been properly let into the stiles: Provided that in the case of welded ladder or ladders of which the rungs are bolted or riveted to the stiles, the rungs need not be let into the sides; or

b) 
has damaged stiles, or damaged or missing rungs.

3) No employer may permit that -

a) 
a ladder which is required to be leaned against an object for support be used which is longer than 9 m; and

b) 
except with the approval of an inspector, the reach of a ladder be extended by fastening together two or more ladders: Provided that the provisions of this subregulation shall not apply to extension of free-standing ladders.

4) In the case of wooden ladders the employer shall ensure that -

a) 
the ladders are constructed of straight grained wood, free from defects, and with the grain running in the length of the stiles and rungs; and

b) 
the ladders are not painted or covered in any manner, unless it has been established that there are no cracks or other inherent weaknesses: Provided that ladders may be treated with oil or covered with clear varnish or wood preservative.

5) When work is done from a ladder, the employer shall -

a) 
take special precautionary measures to prevent articles from falling off; and

b) 
provide suitable sheaths or receptacles in which hand tools shall be kept when not being used.

6) An employer shall ensure that a fixed ladder which exceeds 5 m in length and is attached to a vertical structure with an inclination to the horizontal level of 75 or more -

a) 
has its rungs at least 150 mm away from the structure to which the ladder is attached; and

b) 
is provided with a cage which -

i) 
extends from a point not exceeding 2.5 m from the lower level to a height of at least 900 mm above the top level served by the ladder; and

ii) 
shall afford firm support along its whole length for the back of the person climbing the ladder, and for which purpose no part of the cage shall be more than 700 mm away from the level of the rungs:

Provided that the foregoing provisions of paragraph (b) shall not apply if platforms, which are spaced not more than 8 m apart and suitable for persons to rest on, are provided
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