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UNPACKING SHIPPING
CONTAINERS: SHORT GUIDE
The following short guide is for employers, workers, importers, labour hire companies, 
contractors, customers and others who unpack shipping containers. It outlines practical 
ways to safely unpack shipping containers and will assist to develop safe work practices.

For further guidance, please refer to the SafeWork NSW full guide, Unpacking shipping containers.

The table shows the main hazards. It also includes the possible consequences of the hazard  
(for example, being hit by a forklift) and provides a list of recommended controls.

Hazard Control Photographs

Container placement and lighting
•	 Inadvertent container 

movement.  

•	 Slips, trips and falls.

•	 Mobile plant colliding 
with people. 

•	 Lack of lighting.

•	 If unloading from a truck, 
ensure there is a safe 
exclusion zone around the 
container and mobile plant, 
as set out in your Traffic 
Management Plan.  If using 
ramps ensure they are secure 
and the risk of falling from a 
ramp is eliminated.

•	 If unloading from a loading 
dock, ensure the trailer or 
truck will not move during 
unloading. You can do this 
by applying paring brakes.

•	 Place the container in a 
location that has solid, 
stable and level surface, with 
sufficient space to open and 
access the container safely.  

•	 Ensure there is adequate 
lighting to safely carry out 
the work. Use portable lights 
inside of the container if 
necessary.

•	 Plug in the extension wire to 
a portable RCD or an outlet 
that is fitted with a RCD.

•	 Ensure there are control 
measures in place to 
eliminate the truck driver 
being able to drive off with 
workers inside the containers.
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Opening the container doors
•	 Unsecured load falling 

on workers or forcing the 
container doors open.

•	 Unpacking without a 
plan may lead to an 
unsystematic, adhoc 
approach exposing your 
workers to risks.

•	 Exposure to chemicals.

•	 Place web strapping across 
doors and stand away from 
the opening when unlocking 
the doors.

•	 If the container has been 
fumigated, leave the 
doors open to remove 
the fumigant.

•	 If there has been a chemical 
spill ensure the safety data 
sheet (SDS) is obtained 
and appropriate clean up 
procedures implemented 
in line with the SDS, using 
appropriate PPE.

•	 If an unknown chemical has 
escaped do not enter the 
container until the chemical 
has been identified and a 
safe procedure has been 
implemented.

Before unpacking
•	 Mobile plant used for 

unpacking colliding with 
people near the container.

•	 Movement of items within 
the container.

•	 Plan the order in which the 
items should be removed 
to avoid remaining items 
becoming unstable and 
falling. 

•	 Determine the number 
of workers and equipment 
required to unpack the load 
safely. This might include 
plant, conveyors, and PPE.

•	 Provide a clear working 
area for the mobile plant, 
including an exclusion zone 
for people.

•	 Ask yourself: Is the load 
secured? If not, consider 
how to secure the load 
using straps braces frames 
or props. 

•	 Place and secure a ramp to 
the door entry to enable a 
smooth, sloping connection 
between the container door 
opening and the ground 
surface.  
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Unpacking
•	 Falling goods.

•	 Hazardous manual task.

•	 Mobile plant colliding with 
people inside the container.

•	 Secure the items temporarily 
if necessary.

•	 Where possible repack items 
on pallets so they can be 
removed using forklift.

•	 Use a conveyor to avoid 
manual tasks.

•	 Remove only the strapping 
of the item to be removed, 
particularly when dealing 
with items such as sheet 
material like glass.

•	 Do not allow people and 
mobile plant to operate 
inside containers at the 
same time.

•	 Replan if an unforeseen 
risk arises.

Disclaimer
This publication may contain information about 
the regulation and enforcement of work health 
and safety in NSW. It may include some of your 
obligations under some of the legislation that 
SafeWork NSW administers. To ensure you 
comply with your legal obligations you must 
refer to the appropriate legislation.
Information on the latest laws can be checked 
by visiting the NSW legislation website 
www.legislation.nsw.gov.au

This publication does not represent a 
comprehensive statement of the law as it 
applies to particular problems or to individuals 
or as a substitute for legal advice. You should 
seek independent legal advice if you need 
assistance on the application of the law to your 
situation.
This material may be displayed, printed and 
reproduced without amendment for personal, 
in-house or non-commercial use.
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