Working at Height – Tree Work Operations

Relevant legislation:

The ‘Work at Height Regulations 2005’ (W@H Regs.) & associated ACOP (Approved Code of Practice)

Also: HASWA 1974 (the ‘Act’), MHSWR 1999 (the ‘Management Regs.’), LOLER 1998 (lifting/lowering regs).

HSE / industry guidance:  

1. The Work at Height  Regs. 2005 (as amended) – a brief guide (indg.401)

2. Safe Use of Ladders and Step-Ladders – an employer’s guide (indg.402)

2. Tree climbing Operations (AFAG 401)

3. Aerial Tree Rescue (AFAG 402)

4. Mobile Elevating Work Platforms (MEWPs) for Tree Work (AFAG 403)

5. Emergency Planning (AFAG 802)

6. LOLER: How the regulations apply to arboriculture (AIS30)

7. Guide to Good Climbing Practice (Arb Assoc)

8. Guide to Use of MEWPs in Arboriculture (Arb Assoc) 

BACKGROUND (see previous article written by Frances Hirst, HSE (Summer 2005) within Technical Notes titled ‘Work at Height Regs. 2005’. )

Work at Height ‘hierarchy’ for access:

First – avoid working at height wherever possible, if not

Second – use work equipment or other measures to prevent falls, 

Third – use work equipment or other measures to minimise the distance and consequences of a fall 

In tree work scenarios this broadly translates as:

1. Ground level using pole pruners etc. 

2. MEWP use

3. Climb tree

(see below)

PROCEDURE:

Being mindful of the ‘W@H Regs’ ALL tree work will be adequately planned and organised, consistent with the ‘hierarchical approach’ outlined above, but acknowledging that in most instances accessing of the tree crown will be necessary. Use competent people for the task and ensure a full W@H risk assessment is undertaken and appropriate work equipment is selected and adequately maintained and inspected. Further emergency procedures will ensure adequate, and ‘competent’, aerial rescue provision is available at all times. 

At the preliminary site visit an initial risk assessment will be undertake which will consider the site, and the task to be undertaken, to determine the most suitable, and safe, means of accessing the tree.

Factors that will influence this decision will be:

1. W@H Regs. tree work ‘hierarchical approach’

2. Tree structural condition, presence of significant defects / decay and observing wood condition and characteristics (‘Crack Willow’ - very brittle) 

3. Anchor point availability and strength, i.e. to ensure suitable and adequate

4. Weather conditions (prevailing) 

5. Site access, ground conditions and terrain

6. Site type and usage (disruption / obstruction)

7. Task to be undertaken and work standards required 

8. Numbers of trees to be worked and value of contract

9. Availability of machinery and equipment to undertake the task

10. Competence and experience of staff engaged 

W@H Regs Tree Work Hierarchical Approach:

1. Work from ground level wherever possible – consider straight felling of trees to be removed and consider use of pole saws/pruners for low level crown lifting etc. operations 

(provided the risks involved in so doing, i.e. falling branches onto operator, do not exceed those of ‘controlled’ working at height) 

2. Work from MEWP provided the ‘reasonable practicable’ test is satisfied, i.e. increased financial cost is proportionate to increased safety (when sectional felling unstable / unsafe trees) OR deemed to achieve a more efficient operation, i.e. crown lifting roadside trees / ‘low’ pollarding roadside trees.

3. Work from rope and harness (if MEWP use is deemed disproportionate in terms of increased cost ‘v’ increase in safety, i.e. doesn’t meet ‘reasonable practicable’ test, OR introduces a higher level of risk, i.e. MEWP toppling / becoming unstable, trapping / crushing injuries, obstructions / o/head power-lines, traffic collisions) utilisation of rope access / work positioning techniques employed in line with industry guidance with trained, competent and suitably experienced arborist using suitable equipment under a LOLER inspection regime will be undertaken.  

Site Specific Risk Assessment & Emergency Procedures.

Either at the preliminary site visit, and then validated on the actual day of operation, or on the operational day depending upon availability of machinery/equipment, a full and comprehensive site specific risk assessment (SSRA) will be undertaken bearing in mind the need to often access the tree crown. This SSRA will consider in detail the site as a whole, the condition of the tree, any changes that have occurred since a preliminary site visit (if applicable), the weather conditions and the competence and experience of those assigned to the task. 

This process will be principally conducted by the site foreman/supervisor and in conjunction with the lead arborist (unless the same person.) This will involve a detailed inspection of the tree to ascertain its health and structural condition and a conclusion will be arrived at on its suitability to climb (unless a MEWP is already assigned to the job.) 

Further a suitable ‘emergency plan’ will be established involving ‘competent’ aerial rescue provision, i.e. experienced and qualified personnel with regular aerial rescue practice (ideally a regular climbing arborist). Adequate arrangements will also be made to both contact the emergency services via mobile telephone or landline telephone, ensuring clear and unobstructed direct access to the site as far as possible, and effect an aerial rescue without delay with all necessary equipment immediately at hand and/or installed in the tree.  

The outcomes of this process will be documented on the SSRA form by the site foreman / supervisor and all staff on site will be fully briefed of the significant site hazards, controls and emergency procedures before signing to confirm their understanding. This document will be kept under review throughout the duration of the job and amended as changes occur, i.e. weather conditions, site conditions or task developments. 

Once the climber is aloft an opportunity for closer inspection of the aerial parts of the tree will be presented and the method of access will be reviewed if necessary with a corresponding review of the SSRA.       

Training & Qualifications.

Acknowledging that tree work is potentially very hazardous, and in particular ‘aerial’ operations, all staff engaged in these task will receive sufficient training, and competency testing, i.e. NPTC and CITB / Lantra, where applicable. Thereafter operatives will have the opportunity to consolidate their skills in the workplace under the supervision of experience staff and improve their operational competence and proficiency. 

Relevant ‘competency’ testing includes:

NPTC (National Proficiency Test Council / City & Guilds CS (chainsaw) units) – 

1. Tree climbing and aerial rescue (formerly CS 38)  

2. Chainsaw use, maintenance and cross cutting (CS 30)

3. Felling small trees upto 380mm dia. (CS 31)

4. Chainsaw use from rope and harness (CS 39)

5. Sectional felling operations (CS 41) – where applicable 

6. Chainsaw use from a MEWP (CS 47) – where applicable

CITB (Construction Industries Training Board) / Lantra (Lantra Awards – land based sector training)

1. MEWPs – operation and use  

Refresher / update training.

Tree climbing equipment and techniques, and tree dismantling and rigging systems, i.e. ALL aerial operations, are two of the fastest developing areas of tree work operations. Hence adequate refresher / update training will be undertaken on a regular basis and ideally every 5 years in line with AFAG (Arboriculture and Forestry Advisory Group of HSE).

