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ROOFING CONTRACTOR EMPLOYEES CONTACT 33KV

The following was extracted from a Summary of Evidence in a case involving serious harm to
two roofing contractor employees when a piece of roofing they were manoeuvring came into
contact with a 33 kV line.

The Event

Two employees of a roofing company contracted to a construction company were installing a
metal roof corner flashing, 5.82 metres long. This work was being done by the two employees
from an EWP at approximately 4 metres high.

The employees were having trouble getting the flashing to fit around an external light. They then
removed the flashing and decided to rotate it for a better fit. It was at that point that the flashing
contacted both the building and the underside of 33kv voltage lines adjacent to the construction
site. There is some confusion whether or not the employees actually touched the live lines or
whether the electricity jumped/arced across to the flashing.

Both employees sustained serious harm injuries, being severe cuts to hands and severe burns to
hands and feet as a result of contacting the live lines.

Safety Management

The principal alerted the roofing contractor to the significant hazard on the site with regards to
overhead power lines along the rear boundary of the construction site. In particular the alert
information referred to Minimum Safe Distances for the operation of mobile plant near
conductors and that the “distance between any live overhead electric line and any mobile plant or
load carried shall be at least 4 metres, unless: the operator has written consent from the overhead
electric line owner”.

On two separate occasions a close working proximity permit was issued by the Network Owner
to the principal for work carried out previously on site, these were issued on a day-to-day basis
with strict conditions applying.

Three days before the accident the roofing contractor carried out a detailed site-specific task
analysis and risk assessment, determining that an adequate control was to ensure maintenance of
the 4 metre separation throughout the roofing work.

On investigation it was found that roofing contractor employees were trained as per the
Approved Code of Practice for Power-operated Elevating Work Platforms and were aware of the
fact that they are not to work within 4 metres of live overhead conductors, unless permission
from the lines owner was obtained. They were also aware of the site specific safety requirements
for separation from live lines.
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The employees believed that the approximate positioning of the EWP of at least 3 metres away
from the live lines was sufficient for the purposes of the task. The employees subsequently made
an error in turning the piece of flashing in hand to a point where contact with the live line was
made. (It was noted that had the EWP been at the required safe distance of 4 metres, the flashing,
being in excess of 5 metres would most probably have made the same contact anyway when it
was manoeuvred (rotated) by the employees).

Conclusions

Some deficiencies were identified in the roofing contractor’s safety management relating to the
recording of training and induction and the informality of toolbox meetings. However the
contractor was in general very proactive in safety matters, had recently passed a safety audit and
was also an active member of a local safety forum.

While the Summary of Evidence concluded that the contractor had taken all practicable steps, the
accident could have resulted in two fatalities under slightly different circumstances.

Actions arising from the proceedings included further assistance by the Department of Labour to
overcome minor safety system deficiencies and to carry out ongoing compliance assessments.

The Summary concluded that the event was a case of employee human error and no further
action was taken under the proceedings.

This event highlights the hazards and close management needed in situations where employees
and anything they work with approaches minimum safe distances set by electrical and other
regulation and codes.

For a copy of the Approved Code of Practice for Power-operated Elevating Work Platforms, see
the Department of Labour’s website at http:/ /www.osh.dol.govt.nz/order/catalogue/195.shtml.




