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About WAHA

The WAHA is dedicated to supporting and influencing the ongoing 
development of safe practice, equipment innovation, systems and 
product design, continuous education of all stakeholders and the 
operational competency of all persons working at height and in confined 
spaces. 
WAHA is a centre for the working at heights, safety, engineering and 
design communities to come together to advance safety, increase 
knowledge and advocate for best practice in the discipline.
Recognised as the peak body addressing at height and confined space, 
the Association and its Members are available to support those seeking 
help and guidance in building more robust systems and processes.



Why?

1
• Working at height is an ongoing issue

2
• Considered by many industries as being in their top 3 fatal risks

3
• Despite our best efforts, the statistics are remaining stubbornly constant

4
• Collaboration is critical if we want to affect change

5
• Gravity is pervasive
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Technical Position

Working at height is not a trade — it is a technical competency and a core safety 
consideration.

Working at height should not be viewed as a trade or core vocational skill. Rather, it 
is a specialised competency that underpins the safe execution of many trades and 
industrial activities performed in elevated or high-risk environments. 
The ability to work at height safely is dependent not on trade proficiency alone, but 
on an applied understanding of hazard identification, risk assessment, and the 
implementation of appropriate control measures consistent with the hierarchy of 
control.
This perspective reinforces that working at height is not an end in itself, but a risk 
context requiring informed control, competent workers, and robust systems to 
achieve safe outcomes.



The Problem

High Consequences, Low Tolerance for Error:
Unlike some work environments where errors might be inconvenient or costly, in height-
related work, errors can be fatal. This demands a mindset that prioritises control 
measures, planning, and procedural discipline over improvisation or shortcuts.

Cultural and Procedural Separation:
There must be a cultural shift in how organisations perceive and manage work at height. 
It should not be normalised or treated casually. Instead, it needs to be framed as a 
controlled exception, something that is approached with the same seriousness as 
confined space entry or electrical isolation.

Training ≠ Competence:
While training is a prerequisite, true competence in working at height is built through 
supervised experience, ongoing learning, and constant vigilance. It is a dynamic skillset 
that must evolve as work practices change, equipment evolves, regulations, and 
environmental demands



Reasonably Practicable

“Reasonably practicable” in safety management is not the 
bare minimum, but the measured balance of risk, harm, 
knowledge, and cost, applied through a structured reasoning 
process. For working at height, this means favouring higher-
order controls and proven safer systems over convenience or 
tradition. 



WAHA Position

The WAHA position emphasises that when serious risks such as 
falls are present, cost is only relevant once effective controls 
have been considered. While industry pushback often centres 
on expense or cultural resistance, the outcome of applying 
‘reasonably practicable’ is a consistent uplift in safety 
standards, ensuring the floor is set at best practice rather than 
lowest compliance



Formal Definition

‘Reasonably Practicable’ - considering the standard of health and safety 
that a person conducting a business or undertaking (the duty-holder) is 
expected to meet under the Work Health and Safety (WHS) Act and 
Regulations. 

‘Reasonably practicable’ is used to qualify duties to ensure health and 
safety and certain other duties in the WHS Act and Regulation. This 
standard and what is required to meet it in relation to a health and safety 
duty are set out in section 18. 

www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/system/files/documents/1702/interpretive_guideline_-_reasonably_practicable.pdf 

http://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/system/files/documents/1702/interpretive_guideline_-_reasonably_practicable.pdf
http://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/system/files/documents/1702/interpretive_guideline_-_reasonably_practicable.pdf
http://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/system/files/documents/1702/interpretive_guideline_-_reasonably_practicable.pdf


Why This Matters

Considerations:
(a) the likelihood of the hazard or the risk concerned occurring 
(b) the degree of harm that might result from the hazard or the risk 
(c) what the person concerned knows, or ought reasonably to know, 
about the hazard or risk, and ways of eliminating or minimising the risk
(d) the availability and suitability of ways to eliminate or minimise the 
risk, and 
(e) after assessing the extent of the risk and the available ways of 
eliminating or minimising the risk, the cost associated with available 
ways of eliminating or minimising the risk, including whether the cost is 
grossly disproportionate to the risk. 



Barriers to Implementation

Best Practice/WAHA Standard
Implementation in Practice

Cost Sensitivity Cultural Inertia Complex 
Environments

Regulatory 
Interpretation



Pushback and Challenges

• Cost sensitivity – smaller contractors often argue that advanced PPE or 
engineered systems are “too expensive.” WAHA’s response is that cost is not a 
valid barrier when consequences are catastrophic and safer solutions are 
readily available.

• Cultural inertia – resistance from workers used to “traditional” hardhats, 
slings, or informal practices. The reasoning must address both the evidence 
and the mindset.

• Complex work environments – in tilt-up construction or confined spaces, 
practical application of higher-order controls can be contested. WAHA’s 
approach emphasises that “reasonably practicable” means assessing each 
environment—but never defaulting to the lowest standard.

• Regulatory interpretation – some duty holders treat “reasonably practicable” 
as a ceiling (the maximum required), whereas WAHA views it as a floor (the 
minimum expected, with scope to go higher).



WAHA Perspective

Responsibility goes beyond a legal threshold. 
Reflects a commitment to prioritising worker safety over 
convenience, habit, or cost-cutting, particularly in high-risk 
domains like working at height. 
If a higher order control (elimination, substitution, or 
engineered fall prevention) is available, then it is “reasonably 
practicable” to implement it,  unless there is a demonstrable, 
proportionate reason why it cannot be done.



Reasoning Process

The reasoning process for determining what is reasonably practicable involves:
• Identifying the hazard – e.g., fall from height, leading edge work, or heat stress 

while using PPE.
• Assessing likelihood and harm – falls are high-likelihood/high-consequence, 

so even “minor” risks must be treated as serious.
• Evaluating controls – What controls exist? Which are proven? Which align with 

hierarchy of control?
• Weighing cost vs. risk – cost is relevant, but only after higher-order controls 

are considered and ruled out.
• Applying industry knowledge – if safer solutions exist and are already in use 

elsewhere, it is difficult to argue they are not reasonably practicable.



Hierarchy of Control for Working at Height 
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PPE
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Hierarchy of Control for Working at Height 

Eliminate the Need to Work at Height
The safest option is to remove the hazard completely by redesigning work so it can be done at 
ground level or from a safe platform.
Examples: prefabrication at ground level, using extendable tools, remote monitoring systems.
Substitute with a Safer Method (Engineering Controls)
If elimination is not possible, substitute the task with safer alternatives.
Examples: mechanical lifting devices, drone inspections instead of manual checks.
Isolation and  Fall Arrest or Fall Protection Systems to People from the Hazard (Fall 
Prevention/Risk Minimisation)
Provide a physical barrier between the worker and the fall risk.
If barriers or prevention measures are not possible, systems that stop or limit a fall should be 
used.
Examples: guardrails, scaffolds with full edge protection, elevated work platforms with 
enclosed rails fall arrest harnesses and lanyards, inertia reels, safety nets.



Hierarchy of Control for Working at Height 

Administrative Controls
Work methods or rules that reduce the chance of a fall but don’t physically protect the worker.
Examples: safe work procedures, permit systems, training, supervision, exclusion zones.

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
The last line of defence, relying on the worker to use equipment correctly.
Examples: helmets, harnesses, lanyards (PFAS)



Temporary Fall Arrest

When a safe working at height system is not installed, and/or full 
compliance can’t be achieved immediately, temporary controls can be 
used to manage risk. The priority is to restrict access to any non-compliant 
areas until they meet safety standards:

• Where access is infrequent or short-term, and permanent measures 
are not reasonably practicable, temporary systems such as mobile 
anchors, lifelines, or guardrails can provide suitable protection.

• A competent supervisor should oversee all such work, ensuring 
everyone is trained and that controls remain effective through regular 
monitoring and review until permanent solutions are in place.



Temporary Handrails



Temporary Handrails

Advantages
• Versatility to adapt to almost any 

scenario or roof type
• Portable which allows use on a variety of 

job sites
• Typically, a lower cost than permanent 

guardrails
• Zero ongoing costs once the job is 

completed

Disadvantages
• High costs if the system is required more 

than once
• May cause access issues
• Requires more planning and scheduling for 

work to be completed
• Requires consistent monitoring and 

maintenance while in use
• Less safe and reduced peace of mind for 

workers compared to permanent guardrails
• Subject to availability limitations which can 

cause delays
• Requires logistics access to truck the 

necessary components in and out of the 
site.



Safe EWP Use – the Use of a Spotter in 
High Traffic Areas

What is a spotter / safety observer for EWPs?
• A spotter (sometimes called a safety observer) is a person positioned 

on the ground (or other vantage point) to assist the EWP operator by 
acting as a “second set of eyes.” 
• Their functions include warning the operator of hazards e.g. 
üoverhead obstructions, structures, live lines)
üguiding safe movements (slewing, elevating, travelling)
ümanaging ground level traffic – pedestrian and vehicle 
üassisting in emergency / rescue procedures.



EWP Spotters

Feature Best Practice / Expectation
Competence & training Spotters should receive specific training and familiarisation for the particular type/model of EWP, and 

in emergency and rescue procedures.

Qualification / licensing If the EWP requires a high-risk work licence for operation (e.g. boom over a certain height), the spotter 
may also need to hold equivalent licensing or recognized qualification, depending on jurisdiction.

Continuous attention The spotter must remain focused on their spotting role (i.e. no distractions, no concurrent tasks) and 
maintain visual / auditory communication with the operator.

Clear communication 
systems

There should be a reliable and well-understood method for communication between operator and 
spotter (e.g. radio, hand signals).

Proximity & vantage Spotter must be placed such that they have a good view of the EWP working envelope (swing, 
extension, clearance) and can detect potential hazards.

Awareness of emergency 
controls

Spotters should know the location and operation of ground-based / emergency descent controls, 
rescue plans, and other relevant EWP features.

Sufficient number If multiple EWPs are in use, ensure there are enough observers/spotters so that every EWP is covered 
by an appropriately trained spotter.

Role in risk management Spotting is only one control layer; it should be combined with engineering, elimination, or other 
controls (guarding, sensors, exclusion zones).

Documented in SWMS / 
plans

The use of spotters (their qualifications, role, communication, and interaction) should be documented 
in the Safe Work Method Statement or equivalent work plan.



Hierarchy of Risk Controls

Not all height safety systems are created equal. The updated 
1891.4:2025 standard specifies the preferred order in which fall 
protection systems be considered:
• Total restraint
• Restrained fall
• Limited free fall
• Free fall
• Restraint technique



Outcomes in Practice

Applying this reasoning, “reasonably practicable” in managing height safety 
risks typically means:
• Using collective protection (guardrails, scaffolds, elevated work platforms) 

instead of relying on PPE.
• Where PPE is necessary, ensuring PFAS and helmets meet the latest 

performance standards (e.g., AS/NZS 1891.4, AS /NZ 1801 aligned) rather than 
relying on outdated approvals, and selection criteria is clearly defined

• Incorporating ventilation, hydration and heat-stress mitigation strategies 
where helmets and harnesses are required in hot environments.

• Embedding refresher training and verification of competence, even if not 
mandated, because the risk profile makes this a reasonably practicable 
measure.



Outcomes in Practice

In effect, the outcome is that “reasonably practicable” pushes 
industry towards best practice rather than bare minimum 
compliance.



Summary

For WAHA, reasonably practicable means applying a 
structured, evidence-based reasoning process that favours 
higher-order controls, considers both safety and health 
(including heat stress), and defaults to proven safer 
alternatives wherever available. 
The outcome is safer, more consistent industry practice, but 
not without pushback from those seeking to equate 
“reasonably practicable” with the cheapest or most 
convenient option.


