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Exposure to heat in the workplace

Compiled by : rudelle@safenetafrica.co.za
With the temperature reaching 40ºC in Cape Town on Monday and Tuesday we were inundated with calls from persons inquiring about the legal requirements with regard to working in hot environments. Most persons wanted to know when and at what temperature should work be stopped?

The Occupational Health and Safety Act, 1993, and in particular the Environmental Regulations for Workplaces contain requirements pertaining to thermal conditions in the workplace. Before we discuss the legal requirements, it is important to mention that the Act and Regulations do not prescribe for comfort but rather for issues that will result in ill health effect to employees. The Regulations will therefore never require of an employer to install mechanical ventilation in areas, which are ventilated naturally to the extent that the area will be in compliance with the requirements as per the National Building Regulations. The only exception to this rule would be in cases where a mechanical ventilation system should be fitted to reduce exposure to levels of occupational stress factors (heat, chemical substances, dust…) which were measured to be above the maximum exposure levels prescribed by the Occupational Health and Safety Act.  

The Environmental Regulations for Workplaces prescribes that measures to reduce or to protect employee’s only needs to be implemented should the WBGT Index measure over a specified period exceed 30. The Index of 30 should not be confused with a temperature measured in ºC as the Index is determined by measuring the Wet Bulb, Globe and Air temperatures. After measuring these temperatures a calculation is done which gives the Index as prescribed by the Regulation.  From experience we know that it is quite uncommon to measure an index of more than 30 in a workplace with natural ventilation even should the dry bulb temperature be above 30ºC. Most cases where we have measured an WBGT Index in excess of 30 were environments where:

1. Steam is being generated and present in the workplace; and 

2. Machinery used generates high temperatures.     

Should the WBGT Index exceed 30 the employer must attempt to reduce the exposure by means of mechanical control measures such as air-conditioning systems or fans. The Regulation goes further and requires that the following measures should be implemented should it be impracticable to reduce the WBGT Index to below 30: 

1. Employees should be medically tested on an annual basis and be declared fit for work in a hot work environment;

2. Employees should be acclimatised prior to being allowed to work in such a workplace;

3. Employees should be informed to drink at least 600ml of water per hour;

4. Employees should be trained on the dangers of exposure to heat; and

5. First aid provisions and qualified first aiders should be available during normal working hours.    
The question remains “what should be done should complaints be received from employees about the thermal condition they work in?”  The following action could be considered:

1. It would be advisable to measure the WBGT Index in the workplace. The Regulation does not prescribe who should conduct the measurement, but it would be advisable to contract the services of an Approved Inspection Authority such as Safenet for this purpose as the report issued by the AIA would be impartial and should carry more weight in possible further actions such as despites or even complaints to the Department of Labour; and

2. The Act does not prescribe for comfort, but a comfortable and nice working environment may assist in achieving a workplace with productive and happy employees. Implementing small measures such as fans, which will bring about some air movement, can in most cases reduce the heat inside workplaces. 

Enjoy your weekend

The team at SafeNet

SafeNet (Africa) Tel: (021) 946 1261



 Fax: (021) 946 1260

e-mail: admin@safenetafrica.co.za
Website:
http://www.safenetafrica.co.za

PAGE  
2

