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Overview
Falls from heights is the number one cause of traumatic death on NSW construction sites. Most serious and fatal falls  
are from roofs, ladders, and scaffolds - from a height of less than 4 metres. 

SafeWork inspectors have been undertaking on-site safety blitzes since 2017, focussing on work at heights and other  
high-risk activities. During our 2020 work at heights blitz, SafeWork NSW Inspectors visited 526 construction sites 
between 21 September and 30 November to secure compliance and talk with site supervisors, principal contractors  
and workers about how to work safely from heights. Inspectors issued 700 notices, including on the spot fines for  
serious falls from heights risks totalling $127,440.

Any life lost is one life too many
Despite targeted safety interventions in the construction industry over recent years, the number of workers compensation 
claims and serious injury incidence rates have been on the rise. In the lead-up to the blitz in 2020, there had been  
3 fatalities and 25 serious construction falls reported to SafeWork NSW, 8 of which were workers who had fallen through 
fragile or brittle roofs. Industry must take urgent action to ensure they are appropriately resourced to manage work  
at heights risks to protect their workers from harm. SafeWork NSW will continue to prioritise working at heights safety 
under the Building and Construction Work Health and Safety Sector Plan to 2022.

2020 Work at heights in construction safety blitz
Inspectors visited 526 construction sites as part of the 2020 work at heights blitz, and completed 519 safety checklists.  
50% of the sites visited were house construction, followed by commercial (17%), mid-high rise (14%) and then “other” (12%), 
such as solar installations, roof restorations, home renovations/maintenance. 

Types of sites visited

Table range: 0 to 300

Commercial 87

Demolition 18

House construction 

257

Ifrastructure 22

Mid high rise 72

Other 63

Table 1:  Type of site visited as part of the WAH blitz between 21/09/20 and 30/11/2020.
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Sites were visited state-wide with the greatest density being in Sydney and its surrounds.

Images 1 and 2: Heat map of sites visited in NSW and Sydney between 21/09/20 and 30/11/2020 as part of the WAH blitz.  

Notices (improvement, prohibition and penalty) 
Inspectors took a zero-tolerance approach to those who placed workers lives at risk when working at heights.  
700 notices were issued as part of the project visits. 

449 of these were improvement notices, 184 were “stop work” prohibition notices and 37 of the 45 penalty notices were  
on-the-spot fines for serious falls risks totalling $127,440. 

s155 and s171 notices relate to the power of the regulator to obtain information and/or have the employer produce 
documentation. 

Number of notices issued

Table range: 0 

to 500

Improvement 

449

Prohibition 184

Penalty 45

S155 12

S171 10

Table 2: Notices issued by type as part of the WAH blitz between 21/09/20 and 30/11/2020. 
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WAH in construction safety checklist (key highlights) 
Inspectors completed a safety checklist to measure the level of compliance with heights safety on each site. 

Below are the key highlights from these safety checklist questions. Compliance percentages are representative  
of overall state-wide observations. 

Voids and Edges
The safety around working near voids and edges remains a concern, with around a third of all sites visited having  
inadequate or no fall protection in place. 

32% Voids were  
not covered, secured,  

marked, nor had  
a physical barrier  

in place.

28% Sites had  
inadequate fall  

protection in place  
for access/egress  

between levels.

37% Edges (e.g. balconies,  
slabs, floors) were not  

adequately protected to prevent 
falls (e.g. no scaff, guarding or 

work positioning system in place).



Roofs
Inspectors observed that 68% of sites had the safest roof work controls in place, being scaffold or roof rails. 5% were using 
harnesses and 16% were within the trusses. Inspectors observed that some “other” fall prevention controls in place were 
adequate, including elevating work platforms or scissor lifts. However, some were inadequate, such as single planks between 
ladders, incomplete roof rails or non-compliant scaffolds.

16% of sites had no working at heights controls in place for roof work.

What type of fall protection was in place for working on roofs
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Table range: 0 to 

150 from safest to 

least safe

Scaffold 127

Roof rails 83

Travel restraint 8

Fall arrest 7

Working within 

the trusses 15

Other (provide 

details) 19

No controls 49

Ladders
Ladders generally have a short duration use and therefore lower inspector observation rates on construction sites.  
As such, whilst safety compliance seems to be higher than some other activities, SafeWork NSW continues to see  
a high number of ladder serious incidents and major workers compensation claims.

 Poor Compliance
14% Ladders were not used for appropriate 
activities.
14% Extension ladders were not set up correctly  
(e.g not 1:4, not grounded, not tied at top etc).

 Good Compliance

97% Ladders in good condition  
and rated for commercial use.

Scaffold
Incomplete scaffolds and unlicenced tradies removing scaffold components continues to be a risk on NSW construction 
sites.

 Poor Compliance
45% Scaffold not complete, with missing  
ledgers, planks or hop-ups.
17% Scaffold not appropriately supported  
on the ground, nor tied into building.

 Good Compliance

97% Scaffolds had loads within  
its rated capacity.

 Poor Compliance
28% Scaffold has been altered  
by unlicenced workers
28% Had gaps between the working deck 
and building edge greater than 225mm

Formwork
Inadequate access/egress and fall prevention systems were the greatest risks identified by inspectors when it came  
to formwork. 

 Poor Compliance
31% Inadequate access/egress to formwork  
decks.
44% Inadequate systems in place  
to prevent falls from formwork edges.

 Good Compliance

92% Formwork components  
in good order.

97%

97%

92%



Documentation & Consultation 

 Poor Compliance
21% Had no safe work method statement  
(SWMS) available for work at heights (above 2m).
31% SWMS not being followed for work  
at heights.

 Good Compliance

91% The workers had been  
consulted on work at heights  
risks.

Self-reported reasons for non-compliance
Inspectors asked the principal contractor or site supervisor why they  
were non-compliant for key checklist questions. Inspectors recorded  
free-text responses, indicating the most common excuses. 

The most common reasons were: 
• they had no excuse 
• they did not understand the requirements
• they did not have enough time to implement safety controls.

Word cloud.
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Conclusion
Falls from heights remains the biggest cause of traumatic death on NSW construction sites. The messaging to industry  
for this blitz focussed on work near voids, edges and on roofs – including fragile and brittle roofs as a result of the high 
number of serious incidents reported to SafeWork NSW that year, and previous observations of high non-compliance. 

Inspector observations during 2020, along with the latest workers compensation data, indicates a continued focus  
is required for work at heights safety, in order to secure safety and compliance for work undertaken near edges, on scaffolds,  
roof work and ladder use. 

SafeWork will continue to work with major industry stakeholders through its state-wide dedicated construction teams  
to increase awareness and improve overall safety standards and commitment to working at heights safety. 

What you can do to work safely at heights
Principal contractors and site supervisors must ensure they have 
adequately planned for safety prior to commencing work, consulted 
and communicated safety requirements with workers, and have the 
appropriate safety equipment available.
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This may include: 
• Eliminating the need to work from heights where possible 

•  Using a suitable work platform such as scaffold, boom lifts  
or scissor lifts 

•  Providing adequate edge protection by using jump screens, 
scaffold or guardrails and ensuring ALL components are in place 

•  Ensuring scaffolds are installed and inspected by a competent 
person, and that a handover certificate is provided before use

•  Securely covering and visibly marking, or edge protecting all open 
penetrations in formwork or concrete slabs 

•  Providing workers with safe means of access and egress to work 
areas

•  Only using fall restraint or fall arrest systems (harnesses) when 
edge protection is not reasonably practicable 

•  Not allowing unlicenced workers to remove scaffold components

•  Considering whether an elevating work platform or scaffold would 
be safer and more efficient than using a ladder.

See www.safework.nsw.gov.au for how to make safety simple in 
your workplace or call 13 10 50. 

http://www.safework.nsw.gov.au


Download a simple safety checklist Download the pocket  
guide or order your hard  
copy version

Hold one of our toobox talks

Listen to a podcast
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https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/980683/scaffolding-inspection-checklist.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/965888/Solar-installers-safety-checklist.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/your-industry/construction
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/resource-library/working-at-heights/using-ladders-in-construction-toolbox-talk
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/resource-library/working-at-heights/using-scaffolds-in-construction-toolbox-talk
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/1037342/mental-health-in-construction-fact-sheet.pdf
https://www.buzzsprout.com/1344256

