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Did you know?
 ● HSE statistics show there were 58 workplace fatalities attributed 

to falls from height in Great Britain in 2007/08. Although this figure 
was reduced in 2008/09, falls from height still remains the single 
biggest cause of workplace deaths and one of the main causes of 
major injury.

 ● On average there are approximately 3500 major injuries reported 
every year in the UK as a result of falls from height at work.

If a person falls from a height above 2 metres the likelihood is that they 
will sustain a serious injury.

Although not a huge amount of Work at Height related incidents/ 
accidents are reported in NSS, there are many work activities routinely 
carried out on our sites that involve some aspect of working at height.  

What is Working at Height ?
The definition from the NSS Working at Height Policy is:

‘Working at Height’ is defined as “work in any place – from which, 
if no action was taken a person could fall a distance, liable to cause  
personal injury”, this could be above or below ground level.

Examples of working at height within NSS: 

Warehouse environment: using cherry pickers, working on the  
mezzanine level, working on a forklift.
 
SNBTS: using the scissor lifts, the vehicle tail lift, podium steps when 
out on a donor session. 

Office environment: using stepladders or kick stools to stack shelves
 
Contractors: using scaffolds, work on a roof, maintaining a piece of 
plant or equipment.
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What are the Risks?
The main hazards with working at height are people falling and objects 
falling onto people. These can occur as a result of inadequate edge 
protection, or from objects in storage being poorly secured or stacked.

What causes falls from heights?

 ● Lack of training or experience - don’t try to do more than you know 
you can do safely. Only do tasks you are trained and authorised  
to do.

 ● Carelessness, overconfidence.
 ● Fooling around.
 ● Working when tired - check if prescibed medication will make you 

drowsy.
 ● Failing to check equipment.
 ● Not using equipment properly.
 ● Unexpected changes in weather.
 ● Sudden illness.
 ● Equipment failure.

Working at Height at Home?
Outside the workplace working at height activities can include:
Cleaning your windows, painting, changing a light bulb, cleaning  
guttering, putting up a picture or cleaning your cupboards whilst using a 
stepladder/footstool.

What the law says:
Employers have duties under the Health and 
Safety at Work Etc Act 1974 for the health and 
safety of persons who are required to work at 
height. 

The overriding principle for Working at 
Height is to prevent, so far as is reasonably 
practicable, any person falling and causing 
personal injury or someone getting hurt from 
falling objects.
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Managers have a responsibility to:
 ● Identify all hazards related to  

working at height activities in the 
workplace and ensure suitable 
and sufficient risk assessments 
have been carried out for these           
activities.

 ● Ensure all working at height  
activities are properly planned and 
organised including taking into  
account weather conditions. 

 ● Ensure those involved in working 
at height activities are trained and 
competent.

 ● Ensure any place where working 
at height is being carried out is 
safe and adequate fall prevention 
measures are in place and risks 
from falling objects when carrying out any tasks are controlled.

 ● Provide working at height equipment that is suitable, fit for purpose 
and regularly checked and maintained.

If work at height can’t be avoided then a risk assessment should be 
completed using the guidance below:

 ● ASSESS the risk to determine a safe way to work. Think about 
the people involved, emergency measures, possible weather and 
environmental conditions, work equipment, surfaces e.g. roof and 
surrounding areas.  

 ● AVOID the risk by not working at height. Where it is reasonably 
practicable to carry out the work safely other than at a height do so. 

 ● PREVENT falls - where it is not reasonably practicable to avoid 
work at height, you should assess the risks and take measures to 
allow the work to be done whilst preventing so far as is reasonably 
practicable people or objects falling. This might include ensuring  
the work is carried out safely from an existing place of work or 
choosing the right work equipment to prevent falls.
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 ● REDUCE the consequences of a fall - where the risk of people 
or objects falling still remains you should take steps to minimise 
the distance and consequences of such falls. This also involves 
the selection and use of work equipment and preventing those not 
involved with the work entering the hazardous area. 

 ● Introduce collective protective measures (e. g. guard rails, nets, 
airbags, etc.), precedence over personal (e.g. safety harnesses) 
protective measures. 

 ● PLAN for emergencies and rescue. A rescue plan should be in 
place before the work starts. This plan should be reviewed  
throughout the lifetime of the project and updated it if there are any 

      substantial changes to the work being carried out.

Can you avoid the need to work at height in the first place?
Long-handled tools or other equipment can sometimes be used to 
safely carry out a task from ground level, eg a long handled brush 
or roller for painting and water-fed poles with brushes for window      
cleaning. Think about whether it is possible to design out the need to 
work at height, eg could new or replacement services, such as pipes or 
cables be put at ground level?

If you can’t avoid the need to work at height, you must try to make sure 
the risk of a fall is prevented.

What precautions do I need to take?
Remember, working at height may be undertaken as a one off situation, 
or as part of a routine task.  Managers need to ensure that all working 
at height activities are identified and a suitable and sufficient risk 
assessment is carried out, and appropriate control measures 
implemented to enable work to be undertaken safely.  

Remember never use items of furniture such as chairs or desks 
for working at height purposes!
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Where does work at height take place in NSS ?
Whether you work in an office, laboratory, warehouse or any other type 
of environment in NSS you are likely to undertake some form of work 
at height at some stage. The degree of risk involved will vary             
depending on a number of aspects such as the task itself, equipment 
required, height you need to access and frequency of task.

Warehouse Areas

Staff are required to work at height in these areas in order to access 
goods for distribution to the various NHS sites. Access to high racking 
in these areas is normally by means of a high rise fork lift.

Laboratory and Office Areas
 
Although work at height is not 
something you immediately 
associate with working in these 
areas, there is a requirement 
occasionally to access equipment 
stored at height such as from 
shelving located at a high level. 
Access is usually by either stepladder or kick stool.  

Using the hierarchy within the risk assessment process you should 
where possible avoid the need for storing equipment at height that 
can’t be accessed from the floor. Where this is not possible you should 
arrange your workplace to ensure that equipment or materials used 
less often are stored on the least accessible shelves to reduce the 
frequency of that particular work at height activity. Heavy ‘stuff’ should 
not be stored high up.
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Works Vehicles

There is a requirement for staff  
particularly within SNBTS, to work on 
high vehicles when delivering goods and 
transporting equipment to various parts 
of the organisation, including external 
donor session venues.  
Access on to the back of these  
vehicles is normally by the tail lift.
This area of work is where NSS staff 
can be exposed to the highest risk from 
working at height typically due to  
failing to carry out a suitable and  
sufficient risk assessment prior to  
undertaking the work.

Maintenance Work

Maintenance work is where NSS staff or contractors for which we 
have a responsibility, could be exposed to the highest risk from work 
at height. Typically this is due to failing to carry out a suitable and         
sufficient risk assessment prior to undertaking the work.  
Poor planning can lead to workmen arriving ill prepared for the task in 
hand, which can be due to not receiving adequate training to undertake 
the task or possibly not provided with the appropriate working at height 
equipment for the task eg supplied ladders or steps when scaffolding or 
a (mobile elevated work platform) is required. 
Maintenance work also requires a permit to work.
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Falling Objects

You must ensure that when you are carrying 
out a task no one could be injured by falling 
objects.

Make sure that when you are working at 
height that nothing is:

 ● Thrown or tipped from height
 ● Stored in such a way that its movement 

is likely to injure anyone – items in a  
rolling storage unit can move to the front 
of a shelf and fall.

If there is an area in which there is a risk of someone being struck by a 
falling object or person, you must ensure that the area is clearly  
indicated and as far as reasonably practicable unauthorised people are 
unable to reach it. 
This risk exists whatever work at height activities are being undertaken 
and where others not involved with the work can be affected.

What do I need to plan before I start to work at height?
The work is properly planned and organised, any  fragile materals on 
roofs have been identified and precautions are adequate e.g  
guardrails, barriers or any other means of protection are used and any  
work platforms are capable of supporting me and others, If you are 
working with equipment and materials where access ladders rise above 
9m, a safe intermediate platform is provided, and ladders are rested at 
the correct angle (1 unit out for 4 units up), extend at least 1 m above 
the stepping-off point and are secured, top and  bottom.  
You also need a permit to work. 
Check that equipment (whether it is a kickstool to a mobile platform) is 
in good working order and is stable, make sure you’re on a level floor 
before work is carried out.
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When I’m working at height, I need to:
 ● Ensure that any working platform is safe and secure whether static 

or mobile. Mobile platforms must have out-riggers to improve their 
stability fit handrails, toe boards, etc, sufficiently wide to walk on 
without the risk of tumbling or losing balance use safety harnesses, 
fall-arrest devices or safety nets to prevent falls supply and use 
anchorage points for safety harnesses and ladders.

 ● Anticipate adverse weather conditions.
 ● Scrape mud off boots before climbing ladders.
 ● Do not over-reach on ladders and platforms.
 ● Do not allow rubbish to accumulate. Use a chute or lower materials 

properly.
 ● Carry out a risk assessment.

Remember: 
There is no safe height to fall from so avoid working at height where 
possible.

Working at height equipment provided by NSS

Working on platform vehicles and trailers

If you are using this equipment you must remember to:
 ● Use suitable hand holds and steps to allow easy mounting and    

dismounting to the platform.
 ● Place the trip guards along the platform edge. 
 ● Ensure that the platform is kept clear of rubbish and the floor is in 

good condition.
 ● Ensure that the you wear appropriate personal protective        

equipment and it is in good condition.
 ● Ensure all work areas are well lit.
 ● Take into account of all weather conditions – especially if it is  

raining or snowing.
 ● Ensure that at work your equipment is well maintained, and any    

damage or excessive wear is reported and replaced.
 ● Avoid walking backwards at all times.
 ● No-one should jump from a vehicle or load.
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Tail lifts
The use of tail lifts should not be under estimated in regard to falls. 
Drivers are required to work on a small platform whilst managing roll 
cages or pallet trucks which create a difficult working environment with 
numerous trip and fall opportunities.
Tail lifts should be properly maintained (including regular inspections 
under LOLER), and clearly marked with the safe working load.
The platform deck should be kept clean and free of any defects and 
kick plates and guard rails must be used and subject to 
regular inspection and repair.
Drivers must be trained to use equipment, and the tail 
lift and its components inspected as part of a daily 
check.

Ladders/Stepladders
Before using a ladder, consider the following:

 ● Am I fit to work at height?
 ● What is the condition of the ladder?
 ● What is the position of the ladder?

A leaning ladder in good condition has:
 ● Both feet firmly attached and with a good 

tread.
 ● Clean rungs.
 ● Undamaged stiles (the side pieces that 

the rungs are attached to).
 ● Secure fastenings when it is extended.

A leaning ladder in a good position:
 ● Is at an angle of 75° - one unit out for every four units up will not 

move at the bottom.
 ● Stands on a surface that is:

 - firm
 - level
 - clear
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 - dry
 - not slippery

 ● Will not move at the top.
 ● Rests on a strong upper resting point              

      (not plastic guttering or a window).
 ● Has horizontal rungs (use a spirit level).

When you use a ladder remember:
 ● Only one person should be on the ladder at any one time.
 ● Only work on a ladder/stepladder for a maximum of 15 - 30 minutes  

at a time.
 ● Only carry light materials and tools (up to 10 kg).
 ● Always grip the ladder/stepladder when climbing.
 ● Do not overreach - make sure your belt buckle (navel) stays   

within the stiles.
 ● Keep both feet on the same rung or step throughout the task.
 ● Do not work off the top three rungs - this provides a handhold.
 ● Try to maintain three points of contact with the ladder/stepladder at 

all times.
 ● Protect the base of the ladder to prevent pedestrians or vehicles 

bumping into them.
 ● Don’t rush when climbing.
 ● Face the ladder and don’t twist or turn your body.
 ● Have a buddy.
 ● Tie ladders at the top.

Fixed Ladders 
These are ladders that are attached to a structure.

 ● Check the metal hoop-cage around the ladder to make sure it’s 
secure.

 ● Regularly inspect the rungs, cage attachments to the structure and 
the track for the safety sliding device.

 ● When climbing very tall structures, rest at the platforms to prevent 
tiredness.

 ● Check the safety rails or chains at each landing.
 ● Attach a safety harness to the safety sliding device on the ladder. 

Always follow the manufacturer’s instructions.
 ● Ensure ladder is tied.



Staff guide to
working at Heights

11

Kick Stools
Kick stools may be used within a variety of our working environments, 
remember to:

 ● Only use to access light materials.
 ● Don’t overreach or overstretch and only use to access items at no 

higher than head height when standing on the kick stool.
 ● Ensure that the kick stool is appropriately maintained. 
 ● Only use for short duration tasks.

Remember never use items of furniture such as chairs or desks 
for working at height purposes!

Safety lines, harness, airbags and nets, fall restraint and arrest     
equipment will also minimise injury if someone falls, providing the 
equipment is set up correctly, users know how to look after it and they 
understand its limitations.

Airbags and safety net are examples of such measures, because they 
should minimise the risk of injury if someone falls.

What to do if there’s an accident
If an accident occurs, knowing what to do can mean the difference 
between life and death.

 ● Get medical help immediately, phone emergency services               
(if required), Notify first aider and then line manager.

 ● Give first aid if you’ve been trained to do so. Know your limits and 
only do what you know you can do safely.

 ● Do not move the casualty, never move a person with possible neck 
or back injury unless he or she is in life-threatening danger.

 ● Report all accidents, incidents and near-misses (information can be 
found on geNSS on the Healthy Working Lives site). Make sure you 
know and follow the NSS procedure for reporting any incident. The 
information you give can help prevent future incidents.
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Statutory provisions
Health and Safety at Work Etc Act 1974.
Work at Height Regulations 2005.
Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999.
Lifting Operations and Lifting Equipment Regulations 1998.
Construction (Health, Safety and Welfare Regulations 1996).
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