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Working at height demands a clear and robust understanding of risk – especially by companies engaged in
heavy industry. Whilst the latest European Council Directive 89/656/CEE outlines minimum health and safety
requirements for the use of personal protective equipment (PPE) in the workplace, it is essential that employers,
site owners and duty holders are able to translate this into safe working at height practices. Failure to do so
can put workers in harm’s way (as the below statistics highlight) and businesses at severe risk of financial and
reputational damage.
Falls are the second leading cause of accidental or unintentional
injury deaths worldwide.1 In the UK in 2019/20, falls from height
accounted for 29 out of 111 workplace deaths (26%), according
to the latest Health and Safety Executive statistics.2 In the period
2015-19 there was an average of 36 fatalities per year due to falls
from height (24% of all workplace fatalities).3
This whitepaper by MSA Safety examines specific sections of the
Directive, explaining how each one relates to certain aspects
of working at height, and highlights applicable UK legislation
complementing the Directive.
But first, let’s take a look at the unique challenges heavy industry
poses and the evolution of the Directive.

Heavy industry fall protection: unique complexities

Sites are typically large and operationally complex, with a myriad
of different applications – often situated in harsh environments
– requiring bespoke fall protection solutions. Production areas
such as BOS, Blast Furnace and Pickle Lines, for example, can be
challenging for 316 marine-grade steel, which is a key component
of fall protection equipment used in less corrosive environments.
Equipment may therefore require duplex or Inconel (part nickel)

components. Cranes, loading bays and maintenance areas (to
name but a few) can also require bespoke systems, from versatile
horizontal and vertical engineered systems to ladder protection
and mobile vacuum anchors.
Sites are also usually reliant on round-the-clock availability of
critical plant and machinery with a workforce that can be dispersed
across many different operations. Personnel may, for example, be
working in zones that aren’t familiar (i.e. maintaining machinery
that rarely demands working at height access).
It’s these unique challenges that place a sharp focus on duty
holders’ ability to view both the wider safety picture and scenariospecific details when implementing robust fall protection regimes.

European Council Directive 89/656/CEE: long-standing
and evolving
First published on 30 November 1989, the European Council
Directive 89/656/CEE sets out safety and personal protective
equipment responsibilities for employers across a wide range of
scenarios and conditions in the workplace. This highly technical
document has since seen three amendments; the most recent, in
October 2019, adds a third annex specifically relating to risk.

Employees themselves are legally required to report any safety
hazard they identify to their employer; and use the equipment and
safety devices supplied or given to them properly, in accordance
with any training and instructions.
Although the UK has now left the EU, the Directive – albeit under
a different name – will likely be enacted into UK law, ensuring
continuity for worker safety practices and employer responsibilities.

The Directive itself: working at height guidance explained

The following section provides some practical insight into the
sections (Articles) in the Directive that relate to working at height.

Managing risk

Article 3, General rule, states ‘Personal protective equipment shall
be used when the risks cannot be avoided or sufficiently limited by
technical means of collective protection or by measures, methods
or procedures of work organization.’
Since its introduction, the Directive has provided broad guidance
for employers around their safety obligations. It has also become
the framework around which individual European states have
legislated their own region-specific health and safety standards.
Whilst the principal topics of guidance within the Directive have
remained relatively consistent, the applicable product standards
and technologies change constantly. This means that a product
solution that was previously chosen to meet a working at height
risk highlighted in the Directive, for example two or three years
ago, may not meet today’s safety standards or there may well be
newer solutions that better fit the application. This illustrates just
how important it is to remain fully up-to-speed with the very latest
solutions and regulations.

The consequences of non-compliance

If a worker is injured because a company has failed to undertake
appropriate risk assessments or effectively apply the hierarchy of
control and/or provision appropriate PPE, the consequences can
be grave.
Every Lost Time Injury is thoroughly investigated, and any breach
of the Directive will likely be cited as evidence of negligence in a
court of law. Companies coming under scrutiny for safety failings
in light of the regulations will not only incur a fine, which can often
reach millions of pounds, but face significant and potentially longterm reputational damage.

Local regulations

The Directive is deliberately succinct and high level, meaning
that it must always be viewed through the lens of region-specific
working at height regulations.
For the UK, these are The Work at Height Regulations 2005, which
detail specific requirements for both employers and employees.
Employers and those in control of any work at height activity must
make sure work is properly planned, supervised and carried out by
competent people. This includes using the right type of equipment
for working at height and being aware of safe working practices
when working on ladders, scaffolding and flat and fragile roofs.

The article instructs the duty holder to apply a hierarchal approach
to eliminate or minimise risk to the lowest level possible. This
means finding safer alternatives, changing work practices or
providing collective protection. In work at height terms, this relates
to the hierarchy of fall protection, which we will look at in more
detail. In short, PPE should only be considered as a last resort
when it is simply not possible to achieve the required degree of
protection in any other way.

The hierarchy of protection

Before any work at height takes place, the hierarchy of fall
protection should always be followed, i.e. assessing what steps are
possible that will eliminate, reduce or mitigate the risk of a worker
falling from height. In order of preference, four scenarios should
always be explored:
1.) Eliminating the hazard entirely. This means the removal of the
hazard by designing it out wherever possible. It’s the “most
preferred”, safest option. If there’s no hazard, there’s no fall.
2.) Installing collective (or passive) fall prevention. This defines
products that prevent access to a fall hazard. A guardrail, for
instance, acts as a physical barrier between the worker and
the hazard.
3.) If working in fall restraint then there is no barrier between the
user and the fall hazard. Instead, they’re using fall protection
equipment – harness, lanyard, and anchor point – that will not
allow them to reach the hazard. For example, a worker who is
working in fall restraint may use a six metre lanyard to connect to
an anchor point at least seven metres away from the fall hazard.
4.) Finally, and carrying the greatest potential risk, arresting
a fall in the event of an accident. This defines equipment
designed to catch (or “arrest”) the worker in the event of a
fall. This is the “least preferred” option because arresting a fall
exposes the worker to significant forces, putting them at risk
of physical harm. Rescuing a fallen worker (which we’ll come
onto a little later) can also be a challenging and potentially
dangerous process.
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PPE compliance

In Article 4, under general provision for employer obligations, point
1 references the need for PPE compliance: ‘Personal protective
equipment must comply with the relevant Community provisions
on design and manufacture with respect to safety and health.’
This means the PPE must be CE marked – approved and
certified according to the PPE Directive 2016/425. Note that fall
protection systems are only part of a solution to keep workers
safe when working at height: they offer a safe anchorage, to
which workers must attach a connecting device (lanyard or selfretracting lanyard), which is connected to a harness. Each of these
„components“ are certified as PPE, but only together do they create
a robust fall protection solution.
The Directive also mentions PPE must ‘be appropriate for the risks
involved, without itself leading to any increased risk’. In the case
of fall protection PPE, this is as defined by the Essential Health and
Safety Requirements in PPER 2016/425, Annex II.
In many parts of Europe, including the UK, engineered systems, as
anchorage points, are an essential part of a fall protection system
and thus certified under EN795.

PPE compatibility

Point 2 of the article talks about compatibility – for example a
worker’s ability to use a helmet and a safety harness: ‘Where the
presence of more than one risk makes it necessary for a worker to
wear simultaneously more than one item of personal protective
equipment, such equipment must be compatible and continue to
be effective against the risk or risks in question.’
PPE is usually approved as standalone products following a
product standard. Although during the approval process there is
usually a test to check the ergonomics, there is no test to check
compatibility with other PPE; there are simply too many possible
combinations. PPE compatibility is instead usually checked by
the employer in the internal PPE approval process, for example
ensuring that it‘s possible to use the visor/safety glasses and the
helmet of their choice together.
Considering that fall risks are mitigated by a solution encompassing
various products all working together, ensuring PPE compatibility
is of the utmost importance. For instance, the effectiveness of a
sophisticated engineered system may be significantly diminished
if it is not used with the right lanyard, self-retracting lanyard and/or
harness (and vice versa).

should be selected based on how it works and what demands
it puts on the user. Ergonomics and functionality are both
fundamental contributors to high-quality PPE.
The choice of materials used in fall protection PPE can also
be particularly important in heavy industry maintenance and
inspection works. Certain hostile or corrosive environmental
conditions may call for specific performance characteristics. If this
is the case then the advice of a reputable fall protection equipment
manufacturer should be sought.
Moreover, some engineered systems, for example, require
users to take action and/or disconnect when passing through
intermediaries, while others allow a smooth transition and
continuous movement. Product modularity and/or design
features can contribute to systems not being particularly well
suited to certain applications. This can not only lead to decreased
productivity, but also contribute to a heightened safety risk.

PPE instruction documents

Some examples of compatibility in practice: it is necessary to
check that the deflection of an overhead lifeline, plus the fall arrest
distance of a self-retracting device, is shorter than the available
clearance; a harness should have a certified front anchorage
point for use with a vertical engineered lifeline; and something as
seemingly simple as checking that the connecting device (lanyard
or self-retracting lanyard) can be connected to the system and that
both work correctly and safely together.

Mitigating working limitations

It is inevitable that PPE will pose some limitations on workers.
Point 3 highlights these limitations and the mitigation factors to
consider: ‘The conditions of use of personal protective equipment,
in particular the period for which it is worn, shall be determined on
the basis of the seriousness of the risk, the frequency of exposure
to the risk, the characteristics of the workstation of each worker
and the performance of the personal protective equipment.’
There are two common mitigation options: reducing the time in
use or (and the preferred route) making the best choice when
selecting the PPE, provisioning the user with the greatest freedom
of movement and hands-free operation. This option can not only
provide greater safety protection but also improve productivity.
Due to the vast amount of solutions on the market and differing
worker shapes and sizes, selecting the right fall protection PPE can
be a complex decision. While safety is of course paramount, PPE

Using and understanding PPE correctly is clearly critical, thus the
importance of user manuals in the Regulation (EU) 2016/425, as
they are not only mandatory, but also supervised and approved by
the notified body in responsible for PPE certification. Point 5 talks
to the need for instruction documentation: ‘Adequate information
on each item of personal protective equipment, required under
paragraphs 1 and 2, shall be provided and made available
within the undertaking and/or establishment.’ PPER 2016/425
requires manufacturers of fall protection PPE to provide printed
instructions with each item of PPE. Instructions may additionally
also be provided in a downloadable format, but only subject to
printed instructions packaged with each item of PPE. Users and
those responsible for their safety should always ensure that fall
protection equipment is being used in line with manufacturers’
guidelines and that all instructional material has been read and
understood before use.

PPE provision, maintenance, and condition

In point 6, the Directive places the responsibility for correct PPE
provision and maintenance firmly with the employer: ‘Personal
protective equipment shall be provided free of charge by the
employer, who shall ensure its good working order and satisfactory
hygienic condition by means of the necessary maintenance,
repair and replacements.’ Given the importance of using working
at height equipment suitable for the application and in good
condition, this point is further reiterated and expanded on by local
legislations.

Training and PPE instructions

Points 7-9 deal with making workers aware of risks, training and PPE
instructions. They allude to the requirement for a risk assessment
to be carried by the employer, and for adequate PPE familiarisation,
especially important for working at height: ‘The employer
shall arrange for training and shall, if appropriate, organise
demonstrations in the wearing of personal protective equipment.’
Whilst this is left very open and broad in the EU Directive, it is again
expanded in local legislation for working at height.
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These assessment criteria are about choosing the right PPE for the
risk. There are many different PPE variants, so without expert advice
this can be a difficult task. For instance, it is possible to specify PPE
that covers the risk, but may also add complexity to the working
environment, thus limiting the ability of workers to perform tasks
effectively or even adding previously unaccounted for risks. It’s
here, given the complexity of fall protections solutions, where
manufacturers can support by suggesting solutions.
It‘s also important to remember industrial settings are constantly
evolving due to new processes and/or machinery etc. As such,
so are potential risks. This, coupled with the introduction of new
standards and product advancements, means that regular reviews
of risk assessments and PPE should be undertaken.

Activities presenting fall from height risks

Finally, Annexe III provides a list of activities that may require PPE
and includes a section on falls from height. The example activities
highlighted that could require PPE designed to prevent or arrest
falls include:

Training best practice dictates that courses should be tailored
specifically to the environment in which the work will take place.
This means that reputable training providers will often provide
on-site training. Courses should also be well-rounded, striking a
careful balance between theory and practical. The outcome of a
comprehensive training programme will likely be a more confident
worker; one that not only possesses the skill to work effectively at
height, but the confidence to make the right decisions at the right
time; whether that’s knowing the limitations of equipment and how
to use it properly or deciding whether conditions are safe enough.

Accurately assessing PPE and risk

Article 5 of the Directive deals with the assessment of personal
protective equipment and includes significant points.
The first is for an assessment that includes ‘an analysis and
assessment of risks which cannot be avoided by other means’.
This requires an employer to undertake a risk assessment of all
workplaces within the business and identify all risks before steps
to mitigate those risks are put in place. This requirement is also
strongly highlighted in regional regulations. Note that the Directive
is not stating what is considered a risk when working at height and
what is not. This is typically specified within regional legislation.
The second is for the assessment to include ‘the definition of the
characteristics which personal protective equipment must have
in order to be effective against the risks referred to in (a), taking
into account any risks which this equipment itself may create’ and
also to offer a ‘comparison of the characteristics of the personal
protective equipment available with the characteristics referred to.’

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Work on scaffolding
Assembly of prefabricated parts
Works on masts
Roof work
Work on vertical or slope surfaces
Work in high crane cabs
Work in high cabs of warehouse stacking and retrieval equipment
Work in high sections of drilling towers
Work in shafts and sewers

Compliance best practice: actively engage with safety
professionals

Whilst interpreting and meeting fall protection safety requirements
in the Directive may at first seem daunting, remember this is
prepared with one aim: to avoid preventable workplace accidents
and to save lives.
By actively recognising, eliminating, or minimising risks, employers
can readily make the necessary informed decisions surrounding
fall protection and PPE. Manufacturers and specifiers of fall
protection solutions have a wealth of knowledge to share so as
to better understand applicable local legislation and regulations
that must augment the Directive framework. By openly working
in partnership with the fall protection industry, employers can
confidently and safely meet their fall protection obligations under
both European and local country legislature.

1. Falls, World Health Organisation
2. Fatal injuries in Great Britain, Health and Safety Executive
3. Kind of accident statistics in Great Britain, 2019, RIDDOR (via Health and Safety Executive)

MSA—The Safety Company
Our business is safety. We’ve been the world’s leading manufacturer
of high-quality safety products since 1914. MSA products may be
simple to use and maintain, but they’re also highly-sophisticated
devices and protective gear—the result of countless R&D hours,
relentless testing and an unwavering commitment to quality that
saves lives and protects millions of hard working men and women
each and every day. Many of our most popular products integrate
multiple combinations of electronics, mechanical systems and
advanced materials to help ensure that users around the world
remain protected in even the most hazardous of situations.

Our Mission
MSA’s mission is to see to it that men and women may work in safety and that they, their families and their communities may live
in health throughout the world.
MSA: WE KNOW WHAT’S AT STAKE.

Note: This Bulletin contains only a general description of the products shown. While product uses and performance capabilities are generally
described, the products shall not, under any circumstances, be used by untrained or unqualified individuals. The products shall not be used until
the product instructions/user manual, which contains detailed information concerning the proper use and care of the products, including any
warnings or cautions, have been thoroughly read and understood. Specifications are subject to change without prior notice.
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