Safety Thought  - 6 February 2004

Open excavations / areas from where or through which persons can fall.

Compiled by : rudelle@safenetafrica.co.za
The incident that happened in Dube, Soweto where the three-year-old boy Karabo Gwala fell into an open sewerage manhole on Monday afternoon was widely reported on in the media. The Department of Labour have subsequently reported on their web site that they have established that the company that was conducting maintenance work on the sewerage system prior to the accident violated Health and Safety Regulations (No surprise there).  The death of Karabo Gwala can only be described as sad. For one we cannot expect a three-year old child to be able to distinguish between safe and unsafe and in particular one would expect companies involved in this type of activities to take sufficient precautionary measures to prevent such incidents especially when considering that the work was done in a residential area. 

The Occupational Health and Safety Act contains two important requirements that prescribing the precautionary measures to be taken when:

1. Performing excavation work; and

2. Performing work in areas from where or through which persons may fall.

Safe guarding of excavations

Regulation 11 of the Construction Regulations promulgated under the Occupational Health and Safety Act addresses the safety issues pertaining to excavation work. Excavation is defined in the Regulations as “the making of any man-made cavity, trench, pit or depression formed by cutting, digging or scooping”. The depth of the excavation is irrelevant for purposes of the regulation and we can therefore except that any excavation that will conform to the principles as per the definition must comply with the relevant regulation. Not only does the regulation requires that all excavations be done under the supervision of a competent person it also prescribes that excavations be inspected daily by such a person.

What is of importance when considering the case mentioned above is that the regulation states that all excavations that are accessible to the public must be adequately protected by means of a barrier or fence of at least 1 meter in height. Additional to the fence or barrier warning illuminants or boundary indicators that are clearly visible at night should also be provided.  Although a barrier is not defined it could be presumed that a barrier of at least 1 meter in height means a solid fence or wall that will prevent persons and in particular children from gaining access to this area. In my opinion danger tape will not constitute a barrier.    

Safe guarding of areas from where or through where persons can fall


Regulation 6(2)(f) of the Environmental Regulations for Workplaces as promulgated under the Occupational Health and Safety Act addresses the safety issues pertaining to the safeguarding of areas from where or through which persons may fall. The regulation requires that all such areas be safeguarded by means of boarding or guarding. Any hole in pipes or floors should therefor be closed. Additional the general rule as per the National Building Regulations (SABS 0400) pertaining to elevated platforms is that safety handrails be fitted to all areas where there is a difference of more than 1 meter between the two levels.  

Enjoy your weekend
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