
Uncontrolled copy when printed 

Safe use of ladders 



Uncontrolled copy when printed 

Guidance on the safe use of ladders 

1. Introduction

Ladders are a popular choice for most industries or building users as a means of 

gaining access to work at height. However, they are not always the appropriate 

option. The Work at Height Regulations 2005 require employers to first seek to 

avoid work at height or provide measures to prevent falls. When work at height 

cannot be avoided, equipment should be selected considering; 

• Ensuring that collective protection (e.g edge protection) measures given
priority over personal protection measures.

• Providing the most suitable equipment appropriate for the work, ensuring

that factors such as the weather, duration and frequency and all other
applicable risks have been considered.

It is likely there will be a short duration circumstances where ladders are 

selected as the appropriate work equipment for the task. However, ladders do 
present a risk of harm if not maintained as they can “fail to hazardous”. This is 
recognised in the Work at Height Regulations 2005 through the addition of 

Schedule 6: Requirements for Ladders  

In addition to the Work at Height Regulations 2005 the provision of a ladder as a 
piece of work equipment will result in a need to comply with the Provision and 
Use of Work Equipment Regulations 1998.  

The key purpose of this guidance note is to focus on the provision and 

maintenance requirement laid down in these two pieces of legislation and outline 
the industry standard process on how to meet them.  

2. What type of ladder do I need?

When selecting the right ladder for the task there are a number of key things to 
consider. The first thing is the class of ladder, in the United Kingdom there are 2 
classes of ladder available on the market. These are: 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2005/735/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2005/735/schedule/6/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1998/2306/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1998/2306/contents/made
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• Industrial Duty (BS Class 1) ladders are designed for a Maximum Static
Vertical Load 175kg (27.5 stones); Duty Rating* 130kg. The Max Static Vertical

Load will sometimes be referred to as "safe working load".
• Trade Duty (now BS EN131; previously Class 2) ladders are designed for a

Maximum Static Vertical Load 150kg (23.5 stones); old Duty Rating* 115kg.
• Domestic Duty (BS Class 3) ladders are designed for a Maximum Static

Vertical Load 125kg (19.5 stones); Duty Rating* 95kg.

The expectation here is that all RGU Schools/Department will ensure no Class 3 

ladders are provided onsite.  

All ladders fall into 2 basic structural designs: 

Step Ladder: Leam Ladder: 
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Materials used to construct ladders can vary as well. Each material has its 

advantages and disadvantages. These are outlined below 

• Wood: Wood can splinter, warp and rot, so wooden step ladders typically
do not hold up well in prolonged outdoor use; and they can lose strength

and stability as their hardware works around in the joints, enlarging the
holes.

• Aluminium: Aluminium ladders weigh the least and work well for almost
all activities. Aluminium step-ladders are durable enough to withstand
most day to day use, but the legs can bend and the steps or rungs

sometimes will sag. Although live electrical work should be avoided, the
conductivity of metal means aluminium can present an additional earthing

risk. Aluminium is typically used in the manufacture of the longest lean
ladders because of its light weight where fibreglass and wood are too
heavy to be practical.

• Fiberglass: Fibreglass is light, resilient and a good insulator, providing
additional assurance for electrical work.

• Steel: Most Rolling Warehouse Step-Ladders are made of steel, where the
load is not lifted and the additional strength is advantageous.

The selection of the right ladder to the task should be documented in the risk 
assessment for the task. 

3. How do we ensure our ladders are safe to use?

The best way to ensure that the equipment we use is safe is to undertake 

inspections. For ladders, we should do a periodic visual inspection on a regular 

basis (e.g. every 3 months) dependant on the risk, followed by a pre-use check 

prior to any individual using one.  

a. Visual Inspection

Due to the structure, materials etc. a visual inspection, by a competent 

individual, will be adequate to determine if there are any structural concerns 

relating to a ladder and is structural strength to support a weight. This visual 

inspection should appraise each of the structural components of the ladder, 

which are: 

• Check the stiles – make sure they are not bent or damaged, as the ladder
could buckle or collapse.

• Check the feet – if they are missing, worn or damaged the ladder could slip.
Also check ladder feet when moving from soft/dirty ground (e.g. dug soil,

loose sand/ stone, a dirty workshop) to a smooth, solid surface (e.g. paving
slabs), to make sure the foot material and not the dirt (e.g. soil, chippings or
embedded stones) is making contact with the ground.



Uncontrolled copy when printed 

• Check the rungs – if they are bent, worn, missing or loose the ladder could

fail.
• Check any locking mechanisms – if they are bent or the fixings are worn or

damaged the ladder could collapse. Ensure any locking bars are engaged.

• Check the stepladder platform – if it is split or buckled the ladder could
become unstable or collapse.

• Check the steps or treads on stepladders – if they are contaminated they
could be slippery; if the fixings are loose on steps, they could collapse.

This periodic visual inspection should be undertaken on a frequency dependant 

on the risk to employees. A way to determine this is to consider how often 

ladders are used, in what environments and how are they transported to the 

point of use. To aid you in this the following table gives some examples.  

Company / 

Department 

Description of Ladder use Ladder Use 

Frequency 

Visual 

Inspection 

Frequency 

Embedded 

Contractor 

Ladders are used in locations throughout the 

campus, from accessing heights within an 

office space to access plant on the outside of 

buildings. Ladders can be transported across 

the Campus by hand or in a vehicle.  

Daily Monthly 

Schools/Depart

ments 

Ladders are used and transported within 

buildings only.  

Weekly 3 Monthly 

b. Pre-Use Check

All individuals about to use a ladder for access to an area at height must 
undertake a pre-use check. This check is critical to ensure nothing significant 
has happened to the ladder since its last periodic visual inspection or last use. 

The pre-use check should check the following structural components: 

• Have you got the right ladder for the task?
• Check the Inspection Insert is in place and in date (every * months).
• Look for any wear, decay, dents, cracks, splits or warping

• Look for any loose or missing rungs
• End of the stiles to be sound and in good condition

• Metal tie rods to be in place under rungs on wooden ladders
• Ladders must be clean, free of oil, grease, dirt and any other contaminants
• Wooden Ladders shouldn’t be painted (Defects may be hidden)
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In the case of both the periodic visual inspection and the pre-use check, if 
there is any concern over the safety of its use then we should: 

• Avoid use of the ladder,

• Mark it as “UNSAFE”, (remove the Inspection Insert).
• Isolate it, and
• notify your line manager or supervisor.

4. Record Keeping

It is important to keep records of equipment checks. This is to aid in ensuring 

systems are effective to: 

• Keeping staff safe

• Allow effective communication throughout the team
• Allow for investigation of incidents

In the case of ladder inspections it is only beneficial and therefore

necessary to record the periodic visual inspection and not the pre-use

check. The periodic visual inspection should be record in two locations; on a

document held in a central location that shows what was checked and the

result and secondly the ladder itself. There are a products on the market to

support this. The one currently in use in RGU is the ladder inspection tag:
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Which is available from a number of locations, such as ScaffTag. This 

record should be robustly attached to the ladder, initially populated with 

the ladder details and then updated each time a periodic visual inspection 

is undertaken.  

Further information on who can use a ladder and current guidance on the 

safe use of ladder equipment can be found on the HSE Website.  
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