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rental rates and fleet additions. A surprise this
year is that while crane rates are positive the

powered access rental companies are
concerned with softening rates.
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Mark Darwin takes a look at the new British
built Ascendant and obtains his PAL card for
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Elf and Safety at
Christmas?
Christmas is a time of peace and good will
to all men - except that is, if they are involved
in traditional yuletide celebrations. Even Santa
has been forced to belt up by the health and

safety police for fear of falling out of his sleigh as it is being towed along at a
snail's pace!

This is just the latest in a long list of activities that have fallen foul of Health and
Safety diktats.  Earlier in the year we had kids stopped from throwing sticks and
stones to get conkers - Worthing local authority used an access platform in an
effort to reduce collateral damage. Fire-fighters in Amptill, Bedfordshire forbidden
to use ladders to take down the town's festival bunting - but they could still climb
ladders to rescue people from burning buildings. And, of course, Christmas lights
- those seasonal decorations that add so much to getting into the 'mood' of
Christmas in the cold dark December evenings - are now too dangerous to erect.

This year more and more towns have declared that the risks from erecting
Christmas lights and decorations are simply too great, making it impossible
for those who have carried out the procedure - probably very successfully for
many years - to continue. 

Increased costs associated with safety testing and installation of decorations
has also influenced plans to mount displays of Christmas lights for traders'
groups and local councils around the country. The additional cost of mechanised
access is often cited, but the heart of the problem - according to insurance
companies - is the increasingly litigious culture in the UK and therefore the
enormous cost of liability cover.

Insurers - taking all of the health and safety rules as gospel - are raising
insurance premiums to cover traditional Christmas activities to a level that
are too high for traders and local councils to meet.

Many councils say that it is too risky to attach lights to lamp posts or buildings
or have them over a street in case they break and fall in the road. Accidents will
happen - some of the Christmas lights have been taken down from St Neots High
Street after they fell and hit a pedestrian recently - but are we to condemn them
all for such a small risk.  In the case of Santa putting on his harness, there is
more likelihood of him injuring himself getting on and off the sleigh than
actually falling out of it.

In recent months, senior Health & Safety representatives have been trying
to combat the perceived notion that all risks, no matter how small, must be
eliminated. They want us to be able to live a normal life and enjoy all activities -
in a safe manner. Yet their message does not seem to have made it through to
some of their inspectors on the ground, to government of which they are a
part or to the insurance companies.

The way we work at height is changing and affects everyone from changing a
light bulb to servicing a wind turbine.  But as an industry we must stand up and
make sure that more people get the message that the use of the correct access
equipment is safer and does not automatically cost more. 

Happy Christmas?  If I survive the Christmas lights and Santa!

Mark Darwin
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