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PREVENTING FALLS:
LADDER SAFETY

During visits to woodworking premises one of the priority
topics inspectors are examining in detail is the prevention of
falls from height. Every year about 1000 fatal and major
injuries occur as a result of using moveable ladders. 

Ladders are found in many workplaces and are a frequently
used piece of work equipment, but falls while they are being
used are far too common. They are often used unsupervised,
not only as a means of access to high places, but also as a
place of work. Many accidents involving ladders happen
during short jobs. They are often used when it would be
safer to use other equipment such as a mobile elevating
work platform or tower scaffolding.

To prevent accidents:

● avoid working from ladders where possible;
● ensure ladders are securely placed and fixed and 

secure and stable during use;
● prevent the ladder from moving by tying it off 

securely, using an anti-slip device or asking someone 
else to foot it;

● avoid climbing with loads and attach tools etc to your 
workbelt;

● avoid overreaching or overbalancing;
● do not use poorly maintained and/or faulty ladders.

Inspectors will be checking to see that ladders are only used
where appropriate and that employers and the self-employed
have critically reviewed the use of ladders in their workplace.

Further guidance on work equipment is given in the HSE
leaflet Using work equipment safelyINDG229(rev1) and
more guidance on ladders is given in HSE Construction
Information Sheet CIS49 General access scaffolds and
ladders, both available from HSE Books.

A revised version of Woodworking Information Sheet
WIS29, Occupational hygiene and health surveillance at
industrial timber treatment plants, has recently been
published by HSE. As with the original version, the
guidance has been produced in agreement with the
British Wood Preserving and Damp-proofing Association
(BWPDA). A wide range of chemicals are used in wood
preservative formulations, some of which have hazardous
properties. Possible ill-health effects include skin
disorders and respiratory irritation and sensitisation, and
some compounds are classified as human carcinogens.

The revised sheet:

● reflects changes to the types of product formulation 
and treatment processes now in use;

● takes account of the recent implementation of the 
Biocidal Products Regulations and revisions to the 
Control of Substances Hazardous to Health 
(COSHH) Regulations;

● contains additional guidance on the selection and 
use of personal protective equipment, particularly in
relation to chromated copper arsenate (CCA) wood 
preservatives, and new guidance on reducing 
exposure through other measures;

● includes expanded and clearer guidance on health 
surveillance, skin examination and biological 
monitoring.

A copy of the revised sheet WIS29(rev1) is included with
this edition of WOODNIG NEWS. Additional copies are
available free from HSE Books.

Timber treatment guidance revised
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How do you handle heavy loads?

WE’RE ONLY HUMAN
When an accident happens, how many woodworking
businesses properly investigate its causes to prevent it
happening again? 

It is estimated that in 80% of accidents the blame is placed
on the individual who was, for example, operating the
machine involved or was carrying awkward loads beyond
their capacity. A more thorough way of examining the
causes of an accident is to consider the ‘human factors’. 

Human factors

Careful consideration of human factors can reduce the number
of accidents and cases of occupational ill health. It can also pay
dividends in terms of a more efficient and effective workplace.

Many ‘in-house’ accident investigations which focus on what
an individual has done often fail to highlight more fundamental
failures in the organisation. Simply telling workers ‘to take
more care’ and/or disciplining them will probably have no
effect at all.

Though a failure of one person can directly cause an accident,
people rarely make errors deliberately. We are often ‘set up to
fail’ in a variety of ways:

● by the poor design of the machinery we use, 
especially operator controls and safety guards;

● by the systems and ‘rules’ we adopt or accept at work;
● by the way we process information - especially when 

presented with a split-second problem;
● by a poor safety ‘culture’ within the workplace.

There are often failures in health and safety management
systems, for example:

● ineffective, or lack of, training;
● inadequate supervision;
● unclear roles and responsibilities;
● poor communications and operating systems.

The most common errors are routine slips/lapses, such as
pushing the wrong switch, or mistakes made in response to
familiar rules or procedures, such as forgetting to isolate the
machine before maintenance work.

Errors are more likely when additional pressures are
introduced, such as periods of high workload, short staffing,
inflexible or long working hours, or confusing work
instructions. You also can’t ignore the personal situation of
individuals at work such as high fatigue levels, ill health,
family circumstances or inexperience.

Breaking the rules

Breaking company rules or procedures may become routine
in the workplace, such as not properly setting up machine
guards, or exceeding speed limits in loading areas. People
often break rules for a number of reasons:

● perception that no one is at risk;
● belief that the rules are too restrictive and that they 

know better;
● lack of supervision and enforcement.

One of the key ways of reducing bad practice in the
workplace is to involve the workforce in setting systems and
procedures - they can help by using their own experience
and will be more likely to follow the rules if they have
helped develop them. This process also enables managers to
explain why certain rules are necessary, and can also
highlight whether additional training is required.

So why not start to re-examine jobs in your workplace and
look at some of the deeper issues which may contribute
towards an accident in the future? You could save yourself a
lot of time and money.

For more information on this subject, see Reducing error
and influencing behaviourHSG48 (Second edition) 
ISBN 0 7176 2452 8 £11.50 available from HSE Books.

In April 2001, HSE published a leaflet Manual
handling solutions in woodworking which outlined
the general requirements of the regulations for
manual handling operations and included several case
studies and solutions to common problems.

We want to develop this leaflet and include more of
your ideas and solutions. We know that companies
adopt their own novel and ingenious ways of
avoiding manual handling of loads and we would like
you to tell us about them.

Do you have any unusual or unique methods for
transporting loads? Have you reorganised the way you
do things to eliminate manual handling? Have you
approached your suppliers to limit the size or weight of
components? If you have done any of these things or
anything else we would like to hear about them.

Please send details to Martin Lee at HSE’s
Nottingham office, 1st Floor, Pearson Building, 
55 Upper Parliament Street, Nottingham NG1 6AU or
phone him on 0115 971 2800.
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LESSONS TO BE LEARNT - 
CUTTING MULTIPLE SHEETS

A recent prosecution has highlighted the risk of injury
when cutting multiple sheets of plywood. A Leicestershire
company, making export packing cases, was prosecuted in
April following an accident to a machinist who was injured
when the top sheet of a stack of plywood sheets kicked
back and struck him. 

The 50-year-old machinist was cutting 5-6 sheets at a time
on a panel saw. The sheets of plywood were aligned with
the ripping fence, and then pushed onto the blade. It
appears that the top sheet of the plywood went over the 
top of the blade, got stuck between the top guard and the
blade, and kicked back. It hit him on his left hand which
was resting on the edge of the table. He fractured his
middle finger. 

Before the accident the operator had found it difficult to
feed the plywood through the blade and had reported this to
his supervisor, but no action was taken. 

The investigating inspector found there had been a history
of problems with the blade, as a result of overheating
during this task. Also, the supervisor and works manager
were not from a woodworking background and had not
received any training on the safe use of woodworking
machinery. The inspector served three improvement

notices, requiring the company to provide risk assessments;
provide adequate information and training; and appoint a
competent person to help apply health and safety
legislation.

The company was prosecuted under the Health and Safety
at Work etc Act 1974 for failing to provide and maintain 
a system of work that was safe for cutting multiple sheets
of plywood on the panel saw and fined £10 000 plus costs
of £1431. The company appealed against the sentence but
the appeal was rejected and HSE was awarded further costs
of £2126.67. 

The accident could have been prevented if the company
had devised a safe method of work for the task and had
trained and supervised the machinist properly.

When cutting multiple panels or sheets, a cross-cut fence
should be used. The plywood can be clamped to the sliding
table and the table pushed forward at the same time as the
panel or sheet is fed to the blade. There must be adequate
support behind all of the panels or sheets. Any signs of the
blade overheating or difficulty in feeding may mean the
machine is being overloaded or the blade is no longer
sharp. The guard must be adjusted close to the upper
surface of the material being cut.

Come and see us at 
WOODMEX 2002

As usual, HSE will have a stand at WOODMEX, staffed
by operational inspectors dealing with woodworking
businesses on a day-to-day basis, and by WOODNIG
inspectors - Eddie Marshall, Martin Lee and Adrian
Hodkinson. We look forward to meeting you, and
catching up with developments within the wood
industries.

Come and see us about issues you have with, for example,
braking of woodworking machinery, and the new tooling
requirements brought about by the Provision and Use of
Work Equipment Regulations 1998 (PUWER 98) - by the
time WOODMEX comes round there will only be just
over 12 months before the first deadline.

As well as PUWER 98, we will also be promoting the
HSC ‘Revitalising health and safety’ topics of workplace
transport, falls from height, musculoskeletal disorders,
stress and slips and trips.

We will have a range of free HSE publications relating to
the wood industries. So, if nothing else, come and
replenish your stocks of woodworking information sheets.
If you are planning to buy a machine at the exhibition we
also have information to help you select a safe one, and
we’ll encourage you to make sure you train the operators
and managers who will be involved in its use. 

We look forward to seeing you at the NEC in Birmingham
between 17 and 20 November.



Further information
HSE priced and free publications are available by

mail order from HSE Books, 
PO Box 1999, Sudbury, Suffolk CO10 2WA 

Tel: 01787 881165  Fax: 01787 313995. 
Website: www.hsebooks.co.uk

(HSE priced publications are also available from bookshops.)

For information about health and safety ring HSE’s
InfoLine Tel: 08701 545500 Fax: 02920 859260 

e-mail: hseinformationservices@natbrit.com or write to
HSE Information Services, Caerphilly Business Park, 

Caerphilly CF83 3GG. 
You can also visit HSE’s website: www.hse.gov.uk
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Details of recently produced HSE publications
which may be of interest to the woodworking
industry are listed below.

The safe use of gas cylindersLeaflet INDG308(rev1)
HSE Books 2002 (single copy free or priced packs
of 10 ISBN 0 7176 2332 7)

Reduce risks – cut costs: The real costs of accidents
and ill health at workLeaflet INDG355 HSE Books
2002 (single copy free or priced packs of 15 
ISBN 0 7176 2337 8)

Employers’ Liability (Compulsory Insurance) Act
1969: A guide for employees and their
representativesLeaflet HSE39 HSE Books 2002
(single copy free)

Employers’ Liability (Compulsory Insurance) Act
1969: A guide for employersLeaflet HSE40 
HSE Books 2002 (single copy free) 

The health and safety system in Great Britain(Third
edition) HSE Books 2002 ISBN 0 7176 2243 6 (£8.50)

Working together: Guidance on health and safety
for contractors and suppliersLeaflet INDG268(rev)
HSE Books 2002 (single copy free or priced packs
of 10 ISBN 0 7176 2253 3)
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Two partners of a Buckinghamshire wood company
were recently prosecuted after a 16-year-old
apprentice, who had only been with the company for
three months, lost part of his thumb on a circular rip
saw. He was loading the rip saw while another man
was taking off. The wood kicked and his left hand
slipped towards the blade, cutting his left thumb. He
had received no formal training and was not
supervised properly. He has not returned to work
since the accident.

Both partners were prosecuted under the Provision
and Use of Work Equipment Regulations 1998 for
failing to provide training and supervision, for failing
to prevent access to the blade, and, under the
Management of Health and Safety at Work
Regulations 1999, for failing to assess the risks to a
young person. 

Both partners pleaded guilty at Milton Keynes
Magistrates’ Court. After taking into account the
financial situation of the company and the guilty plea
entered by the partners, one partner was fined £6500
with £1270 costs.

As with all woodworking machines, it is vital that
operators are properly trained to safely carry out the
work they are expected to do. A well-maintained and
correctly adjusted saw guard, the use of a push-stick,
and adequate instruction and supervision by a
competent person would have prevented this horrible
accident to such a young man.

Guidance is given in HSE Woodworking Information
Sheet WIS16(rev1) Circular saw benches: Safe
working practices, available free from HSE Books.

UNTRAINED 
16-YEAR-OLD

LOSES THUMB


