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Vibration
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One of the more common questions asked especially by forklift drivers is whether or not the Occupational Health and Safety Act requires of employers to provide them with kidney belts when exposed to vibration generated by forklifts. Although the dangers of exposure to vibration is well researched and documented the Occupational Health and Safety Act does not contain any provisions on the prevention of exposure to vibration nor does it prescribe maximum exposure levels. 

To answer the question one will have to determine the extent of the problem and consider Good International Management Practices. Vibration induced diseases can be divided into two main groups namely:

1. Whole body vibration or commonly referred to as WBV. Whole body vibration and the associated diseases are normally associated with the use and operation of transport equipment such as forklifts; and

2. Hand arm vibration syndrome, which is normally associated with the use of handheld equipment such as jackhammers.

Although no statistics could be found it could be assumed that many South African workers are daily exposed to and suffers from diseases associated with vibration. It is estimated that in the United Kingdom alone an estimated 9 million people are exposed to whole body vibration in the normal course of their employment. Research has also shown that lower back pain is more prevalent in persons exposed to vibration at work. Although there are no signs and symptoms that are specific to over exposure to vibration available research has highlighted the following more common diseases and health problems associated with exposure to vibration:

1. Lower back pain;

2. Symptoms of motion sickness;

3. General complaints of discomfort;

4. Impaired visual perception;

5. Gastrointestinal disturbances and dizziness; and

6. Problems associated with the disturbances of the urogenital tract in females with menstrual disorders and spontaneous abortion being the most common.

It is clear from current research that vibration can pose a real problem to employees and although the Occupational Health and Safety Act does not prescribe National Standards it would be advisable for employers to consider Internationally excepted Good Management Practices and Standards. Exposure to vibration can be measured and the South African Buro of Standards has adopted ISO 2631-1: 1997. Although this code does not prescribe exposure limits it gives general guidelines for the measurement of exposure.

The question whether or not forklift drivers should be provided with kidney belts is a contentious one and there are two main viewpoints on the matter. Some persons feel that kidney belts should be provided as it provides the necessary support to the employees back and reduces exposure to vibration, where as the second and probably the biggest group of persons feel that kidney belts should not be provided as the persons back muscles will over time weaken due to the belt providing the support. This could then result in future back problems that could have been prevented did the person not wear a kidney belt. The following actions could be considered when deciding on the matter:

1. In accordance with the duties imposed on employers by Section 8 of the Occupational Health and Safety Act employers must first reduce exposure and the first action on the part of the employer should therefore be to reduce exposure to vibration by changing equipment or by reducing exposure time;

2. In accordance with the General Safety Regulations the employer is required to conduct a risk assessment prior to the issuing of personal protective equipment. Exposure to vibration could be measured and although not prescribed in South Africa there are International Exposure Limits that could be considered;

3. An Occupational Medicine Practitioner should be consulted before or in the event of employees complaining about health problems that could be associated with his / her exposure to vibration. Schedule 3 in the Compensation for Occupational Injuries and Diseases Act refers to diseases associated with exposure to vibration as occupational diseases and these cases should therefore be reported as required by the COID Act.
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