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Forklift trucks are a regular feature of risks involving industrial premises and poorly loaded, operated and
maintained forklift trucks can be the cause of large fires, serious accidents and personal injury. This Risk
Management Update will highlight some of the key liability considerations for clients who use forklift trucks
and should serve as a consistent approach to proactively controlling the risks associated with their use.
In recent years, we have seen a variety of claims paid following incidents related to forklift trucks in the
workplace, with many of these being as a result of the forklift truck driving into an employee and causing
significant personal injury. The frequency of these claims can be high when the appropriate controls are not in
place.
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Risk Assessment
Alongside a general liability risk assessment, a company who has a heavy usage of forklift trucks should have
a specific risk assessment completed. This will allow for a greater understanding of the hazards and risks
associated with an operation while highlighting opportunities for proactive improvements.
This process is well documented by the Health and Safety Executive in their example (http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/
casestudies/pdf/warehouse.pdf) of a warehouse risk assessment. This would help to identify where there may
be immediate gaps in the risk control framework for forklift trucks. The risk manager is then able to take specific
action related to a gap in control to improve the risk exposure e.g. improved demarcation in the warehouse or
refresher training for staff.

Operator Training & Supervision
Workplace injuries are often a result of human behaviour and forklift truck incidents are no different. Training is
essential for operators of forklift trucks, but all personnel should be taken through training to ensure they fully
understand the way in which forklift trucks should be operated safely on the premises.
Training should be documented, with clear attendance logs and assessment results. This includes refresher
training. This evidences that a company has taken the right steps to train and inform staff in the correct way
to use workplace vehicles. Training and documentation is essential when looking to defend claims against our
policyholders.
For specific detail on training, the Health & Safety Executive provide helpful guidance on this topic, including
refresher training: http://www.hse.gov.uk/workplacetransport/lift-trucks/lift-truck-training.htm
A significant proportion of accidents related to forklift trucks arise from misuse. Examples of misuse include
speeding, an untrained person just moving the truck out of the way or helping out due to staff shortage or
moving the forklift whilst overloaded. Supervision is important in reducing frequency of incidents and ensuring
consistent adherence to the Method Statement.

Demarcation & Traffic Management
A specific risk assessment of the premises can help to
identify risks and specific points on the premises where
hazards exist. The organisation should identify all
their traffic routes, including those where vehicles and
pedestrians may cross over. This will highlight concerns
over the safety of pedestrians and allow the organisation
to visualise any potential weak points in their traffic
management.
Ideally, vehicles and pedestrians should be completely
separated, although in practice this can be difficult to
achieve. To mitigate this risk, alongside training for all
staff, there should be clear demarcation between the
areas where pedestrians can go and the areas where
forklift trucks can operate. It is beneficial to have specific
known crossing points and warning signs where vehicles
and pedestrians may interact. This will help prevent staff
walking directly into the flow of traffic or being reversed
over.

Loading & Unloading
The loading bay is a prime example of an area of a site
that needs special attention, specific risk assessments
and regular checks. This is an area where the forklift truck
loads or unloads goods from a vehicle, an operation which,
unless carefully managed, can lead to a range of claims.
The most frequent claims involve the driver of the vehicle
being loaded or unloaded moving or driving away too early
resulting in instability of the forklift truck which can lead to
falls from height and injury to operators or other members
of staff.
There are some mitigation actions that can be taken
including:

• Removing keys from the vehicle to prevent it from moving
unexpectedly or being driven off before the forklift is secure

• Loading bays should be closed for access unless being used
to prevent a risk of falls from height. Guarding would also
help to prevent members of staff or operators injuring
themselves

• Loading bays should be clear of debris and visibility should
be clear for all users

Vehicle Maintenance
It is recommended by the Health and Safety Executive that all companies who operate forklift trucks should
ensure that they are regularly maintained, inspected and repaired. They advise that the most effective ways to
do this and to remain legally compliant is to have a schedule of planned maintenance established alongside
the daily checks to make sure the equipment continues to work safely and efficiently, and ensure the equipment
is inspected under the Provision and use of work equipment regulation 1998 (PUWER 98) and the Lifting
Operations and Lifting Equipment Regulations 1998 (LOLER 98).
Daily inspections should include reviewing fluid levels, brake performance, tyres and guards. Forklifts should be
cleaned at a regular interval to prevent the risk of building up combustible materials on the vehicle or blockages
in key features e.g. radiators. This also helps deal with any issues before they grow into more extensive damage.
Adherence to a maintenance program will reduce the frequency of incidents related to the forklift while helping
to keep it in good condition, prolong its life and minimise downtime and costs associated with major repairs.
It is worth noting that many forklift trucks
and their batteries are charged overnight.
This presents an additional risk where a fire
can break out if there is a short circuit that
damages cables, connectors or charging units.
In addition, the hydrogen produced during
charging can give rise to explosions. The
liability exposure here is of spread of fire to
neighbouring properties. Ways to reduce this
risk include:

• Locating a designated area for battery
charging which is free from combustible
material, ideally surrounded by 60 minute fire
resistant walls

• There should be at least 2 metres of clear
space maintained around the battery charger
and the equipment being charged. This area
should not be used for additional storage

• Any area used for battery charging should be
equipped with automatic fire detection and
suitable fire extinguishers e.g. a carbon dioxide
extinguisher should be provided within easy
reach of the charging area
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