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Time for a hot potato?
Would you be happy getting on a plane
knowing the pilot regularly worked
twice the recommended hours or had
very little sleep that week? I think we're
all agreed that working hours either are

or should be limited in certain sectors for everyone's safety. 

Crane accidents are back in the news at the moment. And one 
subject that's inextricably linked to safety - but often never 
discussed - is the permitted working hours for key trades. These
should include crane and large truck-mounted lift operators as well
as - perhaps even more critically - tower crane erectors where 
mistakes as we have seen recently, can be catastrophic.

From letters and emails we receive regarding working hours - and
almost all request us not to publish - it is clear that tower crane
erectors are the worst affected. Stories abound of erection crews
starting the day at an ungodly hour, driving several hours to the
worksite, spending all day erecting the crane and heading home well
after dark. A long day, but then this is repeated up to seven days a
week during busy periods with 80+ hour weeks not unusual.

Fatigue was raised as an issue in the famous Canary Wharf tower
crane accident and yet the HSE has still not grasped this issue. 
This maybe because the EU tried to override the UK's opt-out of the
European Working Hours Directive using health and safety as a 
pretext. If a UK government agency agreed to limit the hours worked
on the basis of health and safety, it could allow the Working Hours
Directive to enter UK law by the back door. 

Most companies and employees in our industry at the moment
would probably agree that a 48-hour working week is not at all 
practical or wanted. However, most good companies would like to
see some guidelines or rules in this area. Currently the worst 
offenders push their staff to the limit, enabling them to undercut
those trying to 'do the right thing'. If working hours are to be
reduced, getting the work done while more erectors and operators
are trained and making up the shortfall in operators' take-home pay
due to loss of excessive overtime are serious practical issues that
need to be addressed.

This is no easy issue. Contractors need to pay more but with many
only paying lip service to safety while they buy on low-bids, the
whole process looks like a non starter. However it is a genuine 
safety issue and one that requires a proper, open debate.

Mark Darwin
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