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Operating a forklift requires that you be over the age of 18,
properly trained, and certified. In addition, safe operation
of a forklift requires that you remain aware of the physical
conditions of the work area at all times. On a jobsite,
conditions change quickly and can make operating a
forklift dangerous. Let’s discuss some of the conditions
that can cause trouble.

Dangerous surfaces can cause big problems. Slippery
surfaces created by oil spills, grease, water, mud, ice, or
snow can cause the forklift to skid as it moves. The skid, or
the sudden stop when the tires hit the dry surface, can
cause a tipover. If there’s a spill, report it and get it cleaned
up promptly. Small piles of sand or gravel, and soft or
muddy ground can also create stability problems for you
and your forklift. Sand and gravel may shift as you drive
over them and that can cause a tipover. If one wheel or one
side of the lift sinks into the ground, you could lose the
load or tip over. Make sure the lift is stable and level before
you lift or raise a load on the forks. If your forklift has a
leveling system, use it.

Obstructions and uneven surfaces, such as holes, bumps,
curbs, ruts, and the edges of driveways and concrete pads
can cause the forklift to tip when you drive over them.
Preventing tipovers is part of your job. Walk the route to
spot problems before you start working with the forklift.
When you’re driving and you notice debris, building
material, or a dropped tool in the path of travel, either avoid
the obstruction or, better yet, stop and get it out of the way.

Good housekeeping will prevent these kinds of hazards, so
remember to clean up as you work and keep aisles clear.
Never drive straight across planks, speed bumps, or railroad
tracks. Cross slowly at a 45-degree angle so both wheels
don’t go over the object simultaneously. All four wheels
should be in contact with the ground at all times. If one of
the wheels is off the ground, you’re risking a tipover.

Load limits need to be understood and respected. Every
forklift has a maximum lift capacity; know the capacity of
your lift and don’t exceed it! Before using a forklift to bring
heavy materials into a building, you have to be sure that
the floor won’t collapse. Make sure you know the load limit
of the floor. 

Trenches and excavations are dangerous for forklifts.
When you’re near the edge of an excavation, the weight
and vibration of the lift could cause the walls to crumble or
collapse, and the forklift could slide into the excavation.

Overhead clearances change on a developing jobsite. Do
not travel with the forks up high. Always watch out for
overhead power lines. Look up and stay alert to avoid
damage to scaffolds, ladders, and light fixtures. If you don’t,
you run the risk of damaging equipment or the load, tipping
the forklift over, and killing yourself or someone else.

SAFETY REMINDER

Avoid tipovers: keep the combined center of gravity of
the load and the lift within the stability triangle.

Forklifts
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You wear a hard hat to protect your head from injuries
caused by falling objects, flying objects, sharp objects,
electrical shock, and burns. A hard hat can also protect you
if you hit your head on a machine, materials, or a piece of
equipment. The shell of your hard hat is probably a
durable, impact-resistant plastic. The suspension inside
spreads the force of an impact over your whole skull. Most
companies require you to have a hard hat on before you
even step onto the site. 

You have to know what hazards you’ll be exposed to on the
job before you choose the class and type of hard hat you’ll
need. The three classes of hard hats are: 

Class C—Conductive Helmet: These hard hats provide
lightweight impact protection and comfort, but they don’t
offer any protection against electrical hazards.

Class G—General Helmet: These hard hats protect you
against impact like Class C hats, and they provide electrical
protection where the voltage is lower than 2,200 volts.

Class E—Electrical Helmet: These hard hats protect you
against impact and they provide electrical protection for
voltages up to 20,000 volts.

There are two types of hard hats. Type I protects against
impacts from the top only. Type II hard hats protect
against impacts from the top and the sides. Think about
how and where you could get hit on the head. Which class
and type of hard hat is the best for you? If you have
questions or concerns, check with your supervisor.

Inspect your hard hat each day. Look for cracks, dents,
chips, holes, brittleness, or discoloration. These signs all
indicate wear or deterioration; if you see any of these signs,
replace your hat immediately. Replace the suspension if it
looks worn or stretched out. Replace the entire hard hat
after any big impact. Wear your hard hat correctly. Adjust
the suspension so it’s snug and fits comfortably on your
head. Don’t wear bandanas, knit hats, baseball hats, or
anything else under your hard hat; they’ll interfere with
the suspension. Don’t wear your hard hat backwards. 

Keep your hard hat in good condition. Be sure you take a
few minutes to wash it occasionally. Use a mild detergent
(not a solvent) to remove dirt and grime. Never drill holes
in your hard hat; they can reduce both impact and
electrical protection. 

Hard hats are designed to protect your brain, the most
important and complex organ in your body. Just one head
injury can kill you or severely handicap you for life. Most of
the workers who suffer impact injuries to the head were
not wearing head protection. Of all the ideas we’ve talked
about, wearing your hard hat is the most important. Keep
your hard hat on your head, where it will protect your
head, your brain, and your life!

SAFETY REMINDER

Although stylish, baseball caps will not protect you from
a brain injury if a tape measure falls off a scaffold and hits
you on the head. Wear your hard hat.

Hard Hats
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We use stairs so often that we don’t usually think of them
as being dangerous, but they are! Falling down (or up) the
stairs can cause severe injuries. A slip, stumble, or missed
step can lead to bruises, a twisted ankle, sprains, broken
bones, head injuries, and even death.

These tips will help keep stairways safer:

• Keep stairs in good condition. Don’t use stairs if
they seem loose, damaged, or defective. Check
that handrails are free of protruding objects like
nails or screws that could cut or puncture 
someone sliding his hands across them. 

• Keep stairs clean. Good housekeeping can help
prevent falls. Keep tools, scrap, parts, and debris
off of the stairs. Clean up spills, mud, grease,
etc., right away. If you have to run cords, hoses,
or welding leads up or down the stairs, keep
them up high on hooks, and off the treads.

• Make sure there is enough lighting in stairways
so you can see where you’re going. Bad lighting
could cause you to completely miss a step, or
misjudge the edge of a step and stumble. If
lights are burned out or not working properly,
get them fixed or tell your supervisor. 

Here are some specific DOs and DON’Ts:

• Don’t rush. Take one step at a time. When you
rush, you increase your chances of a fall. 

• Don’t skip steps or jump off the stairs. 

• Do make sure your entire foot is on each step. 

• Don’t get distracted by a conversation with a
co-worker when you’re going up or down stairs.
Don’t use your phone to text, read e-mails, or
check Facebook while you are on the stairs. 

• Do use handrails. Keep a hand on the rail so you
can catch yourself if you take a misstep or start
to lose your balance.

• Do use extreme caution if you use both hands to
carry objects on the stairs.

• Don’t carry large or bulky objects. They will block
your view of the stairs, and trying to keep them
balanced can cause you to lose your balance.

• Do keep your work boots laced up and tied. Wear
boots with slip-resistant soles. Use extra caution
when you’re wearing booties or shoe covers.

• Do make sure stair rails are in place before 
anyone uses the stairs, especially when one side
of the stairway is open to the floor below. 

Life is full of ups and downs, just like stairways. If you watch
where you’re going, keep stairways clear, use the handrails,
and walk carefully, your ups and downs on stairways should
be safe and uneventful.

SAFETY REMINDER

Be extra careful on outdoor stairways that can be wet,
icy, or covered with leaves, moss, or snow.

Preventing Falls on Stairways
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We use hammers, chisels, screwdrivers, and other hand
tools every day on the job. Even though you’re used to
using these tools and you’re very comfortable with them,
they are still dangerous—don’t let your guard down! When
you don’t use hand tools properly or don’t keep them
maintained, these tools can cause punctures, abrasions,
cuts, and amputations.

Follow these safe work practices for hand tools: 

• Use the right tool for the job. Don’t improvise. 

• Wear the appropriate PPE. Always wear gloves
and eye protection. Wear hearing protection
when using impact tools like chisels.

• Don’t use cheaters to increase your leverage.
You could break the tool and get hurt.

• Never use broken, damaged, or defective hand
tools. Repair them properly or throw them away.

• Avoid distractions when you use hand tools.
Concentrate on the task at hand. 

• Check behind and above before you swing a
sledgehammer or an axe.

• Hold tools firmly. Grip hammers near the ends
of their handles to provide maximum force. 

• Match the screwdriver to the screw. 

• Make sure screwdriver tips fit snugly into the
slots of the screws. 

• Never use a screwdriver for prying, punching,
chiseling, scoring, or scraping.

• Use an insulated screwdriver for electrical work.
Never use metal or un-insulated tools around
energized electrical circuits. 

• Work under good lighting so you can see well.

• Carry tools in a tool belt, tool box, tool pouch,
or an apron. Don’t carry tools in your pockets. If
you fall with a sharp tool in your pocket, you
could puncture your leg, back, or kidney.

• Keep tools clean and in good repair. 

• Keep cutting tools sharp. A dull tool requires
you to apply more force, and when you do,
you’re more likely to cause an injury.

• Put sharp tools in cases, retract blades, and
cover knives with sheaths when you’re not
using them.

• When you’re working above the ground, secure
hand tools so they don’t fall and injure your 
co-workers below.

Keep in mind that repetitive strain injuries can develop when
you use hand tools with the same motions over and over.
Take regular breaks so your hands and arms can recover.

Your tools are a big investment. Keep them safe by locking
them up in the gangbox or in your truck when you’re not
using them.

SAFETY REMINDER

Don’t make do. Use the right tool for the job—every time.

Common Hand Tools
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Sometimes construction work involves working in places
where the air is contaminated with a harmful dust, mist,
gas, smoke, spray, or vapor. When engineering controls
cannot remove the contaminant from the air, you must use
a respirator to protect your lungs and your health. Simply
breathing while you’re working in a hazardous atmosphere
can cause lung diseases like cancer. 

You need to be able to identify the hazards you work around
before you can determine what respiratory protection you
need. So before you work with chemicals, you should read
the associated Safety Data Sheets (SDSs) to see if you need
to wear a respirator and, if so, what kind.

Get familiar with your employer’s written respiratory
protection program. It will let you know how to operate
and select respiratory protection equipment. It is just as
important to be able to put on, use, and maintain your
respirator as it is to select the right respirator for the task.
Remember that every respirator you use must be NIOSH-
approved and that you need a doctor’s okay before you use
any respirator.

There are two main types of respirators: air-purifying
respirators, which use filters, cartridges, or canisters to
remove contaminants from the air you breathe, and 
atmosphere-supplying respirators which provide you
with clean air from an uncontaminated source. 

Respirators are also classified by how they fit. Tight-fitting
respirators need a tight seal between the respirator and the

user’s face and/or neck in order to work properly. If the seal
leaks, you’ll breathe in contaminated air. For this reason,
anything that interferes with the respirator seal—facial hair,
piercings, earrings, wigs, head scarves, etc.—should never
be worn when using this type of respirator. Before you use a
tight-fitting respirator, you must be fit tested with the actual
respirator you will wear on the job to make sure it seals
properly to your face.  

Loose-fitting respirators do not need a tight seal with
your face to provide protection, so you won’t need a fit test
before you wear one.

Keep in mind that single-strap dust masks are typically
not NIOSH-approved. While they can provide some relief
from pollen or other allergens, you should never use them
in hazardous atmospheres. Bandanas are not respirators.

NIOSH-approved filtering facepieces (like an N95 dust
mask) can be used for some dusts and mists. However, they
do not provide protection from gases or vapors. Never use
them for protection from asbestos or lead. 

Never alter your respirator. Any alteration could interfere
with its ability to protect you from hazards in the air. Never
use unapproved parts on your respirator. 

SAFETY REMINDER

Smoking diminishes the ability of your lungs to clear out
normal dust and dirt that you inhale.

Respiratory Protection
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