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Proposed changes to the Vessels Under Pressure Regulations

Compiled by : rudelle@safenetafrica.co.za
Over the last few weeks we have received some inquiries in connection with proposed changes to the Vessel Under Pressure Regulations as promulgated under the Occupational Health and Safety Act, 1993. These inquiries came about mainly due to an e-mail, which is doing its rounds as well as a copy of the proposed regulations, which is being circulated to interested parties in industry. 

The truth behind the matter is that the Department of Labour is currently busy drafting regulations, which will probably replace the current Vessels Under Pressure Regulations and which they hope to publish for comments around July 2004.  How soon these Regulations will be enacted we can only speculate about, but from experience we know that it can take many months and in most cases years before new Regulations are promulgated. It is therefore highly unlikely that the proposed regulations will be promulgated before the end of this year. Even if promulgated I would imagine that employers will be given a grace period in which to comply with the new Regulations as it may mean that equipment such as boilers will have to be shut down and be internally inspected. This in effect may mean that certain processes need to be stopped and it would be unreasonable to expect employers to stop the plant for maintenance work that would normally be done during the December shut down periods. 

The high number of incident involving pressure vessels or pressure equipment is given by some parties to warrant the need for new Pressure Equipment Regulations. These persons or organizations will probably be able to prove this with all types of stats and incident information. I am however of the opinion that there are many other machines, processes, substances, and equipment that are responsible for more incidents and which should warrant and deserve more attention from the Department of Labour than new Regulations on pressure vessels and equipment.  I for instance cannot recall when last I heard of a serious incident involving a compressor this considering that compressors are widely used and abused in industry. Typical examples of matters that should warrant more attention would be manual handling and vibration for which there are International and ILO Standards available but no legal requirements in the Occupational Health and Safety Act.  

My opinion will probably not prevent the promulgation of new Pressure Vessel Regulations so for those of you, who have a direct interest, uses pressure vessels or are just curious here are some of the proposed changes if the document we have is anything to go by:

1. It is proposed that the Regulations be called the Pressure Equipment Regulations. I would imagine that this is due to pressure equipment being a more encompassing word than pressure vessel and also as the proposed Regulations require that pipelines and piping systems be inspected and tested;

2. The proposed Regulations make provision for the establishment of a Council for Pressure Equipment. In my opinion such a council is not necessary as the Occupational Health and Safety Act already makes provision for the establishment of a Health and Safety Council, which is responsible for advising the Minister on all matters pertaining to health and safety. The establishment of a council for the pressure equipment industry may set a president, which could result in other industries requesting the Department of Labour to establish councils for their industries. The establishment of councils for all industries will in my opinion not be feasible nor will it be cost effective;

3. It is proposed that pressure vessels and steam generators be inspected and tested after installation and prior to use. Currently compressors don’t get inspected after installation if the owner is in possession of a valid inspection and test certificate;

4. It is also proposed that all pipes and piping systems be inspected and tested after installation and before use. This is currently not specified although this could be regarded as reasonable action on the part of the user;

5. In some cases the intervals between inspections and tests are reduced to as little as 12 month intervals. It is also proposed that pipes and piping systems be subjected to inspections; and

6. It is proposed that a competent person assess the condition of atmospheric storage tanks that contains chemical substances at intervals not exceeding 5 years. 
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