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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 This guidance has been produced by the ports industry with the support of the Health and 

Safety Executive. 

1.2 It is for companies operating in the UK ports industry with responsibility for the safe design, 

construction, operation, management and maintenance of ports and terminal facilities and 

management of port and terminal activities. It will also be useful to employees and their 

representatives. 

1.3 Following the guidance is not compulsory and you are free to take other action. But if you do 

follow the guidance you will normally be doing enough to comply with the law. Health and 

safety inspectors seek to secure compliance with the law and may refer to this guidance. If 

the guidance goes beyond compliance then this will be clearly identified. 

1.4 This guidance document covers facilities for rescue of persons from drowning within ports as 

a result of falling from the dockside and the provision of fencing of dock edges at operational 

port facilities.   

1.5 Given the nature of dock premises, it is important to ensure that there are adequate and 

suitable provisions in place to facilitate the rescue of anyone who falls into the water from the 

quayside.  

1.6 Disused or redundant docks 

Although the Water Safety section in ACOP L148 Safety in Docks does not apply to disused 

or redundant docks, employers may have duties under section 3 of the HSW Act in respect 

of these. 

2 REGULATORY FRAMEWORK AND GUIDANCE 

2.1 The two principal relevant pieces of law are the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act (HSWA) 

1974, and the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations (MHSWR) 1999, 

which set out the basic requirements to ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, the 

health, safety and welfare of all involved. 

2.2 Port specific legislation includes the Dangerous Substances in Harbour Areas Regulations 

(DSHAR) 1987 and the Loading and Unloading of Fishing Vessels Regulations 1988.   

2.3 The Docks Regulations 1988 were in force from 1 January 1989 to 6 April 2014.  COP25 

‘Safety in Docks’ was the accompanying ACOP for DR88, which was replaced by a new 

ACOP L148 ‘Safety in Ports’.  

The PSS/HSE Safety in Ports guidance suite [available from the PSS website at: 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/legislation/hswa.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/legislation/hswa.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/priced/l21.pdf
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http://www.portskillsandsafety.co.uk/publications/safety_in_ports_guidance is an important 

supplement to the new ACOP L148: http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l148.htm. 

2.4 Reference can also be made to the:  

 International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) Code of Practice on Safety and Health in 

Ports (ILO 152)                                                  

http://www.ilo.org/safework/info/standards-and-

instruments/codes/WCMS_107615/lang--en/index.htm 

3 RISK OF WATER SAFETY INCIDENTS 

3.1 On average, just over 400 people drown in the UK each year1 of these around 20 occur in 

docks and harbours, although it is not known of what percentage of this is work related.   

3.2 Employers are responsible for water safety within the port areas.  They must include water 

safety in the overall risk assessment process and ensure that adequate controls are in place. 

When assessing risk and implementing control measures, employers should  consider the 

following : 

 potential for people to unintentionally fall into port waters, and what reasonable 

protection/prevention measures might be local to a specific port 

 awareness of the likely period of survival in the water for a given port and the typical 

capabilities of the people who frequent the port 

 rescue equipment and methods for raising alarm; for example contact telephone 

numbers displayed at various sites in the port 

 who might attempt a rescue, whether designated or first person on scene, and what 

training and knowledge they may need to have 

3.3 Accidental drowning can usually be linked to one or more of the following factors: 

 failure to provide, or properly maintain buoyancy equipment 

 disregard, ignorance, complacency or misjudgement of a hazard by those unfamiliar 

with the port environment (e.g. Tombstoning)  

 unsafe behaviour  

 lack of supervision or training 

 inability to cope once a problem arises 

                                            

1
 Source ROSPA: 405 in 2009; 420 in 2010 and 407 in 2011: http://www.rospa.com/leisuresafety/statistics/ 

http://www.portskillsandsafety.co.uk/publications/safety_in_ports_guidance
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l148.htm
http://www.ilo.org/safework/info/standards-and-instruments/codes/WCMS_107615/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/safework/info/standards-and-instruments/codes/WCMS_107615/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.rospa.com/leisuresafety/statistics/
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 the absence of rescuers and rescue equipment 

 failure to take account of adverse weather or tidal conditions 

 inadequate fencing, access equipment or deployment of equipment 

3.4 The rescue time needs to be as short as possible.  The survival time for persons in the water 

will vary based on a range of factors which can reduce the body temperature.  The effect of 

tidal streams and sea state can exhaust persons in the water to a greater or lesser extent.  

Tidal streams can also take the person away from the initial entry point, and change where 

and how they need to be rescued. 

4 FENCING OF DOCK EDGES 

4.1 Except for straight and level quaysides, fencing should be provided at all dock, wharf, quay 

or jetty edges from which people may fall into water, and where they must pass within 1 m of 

the edge, or the configuration of the quay or the arrangement of walkways is such that they 

are more than ordinarily liable to fall over such an edge. 

4.2 Secure and adequate fencing should be provided throughout every open side of narrow 

access ways, whether the fall would be into water or not and in all cases where risk 

assessment has found this to be needed. 

4.3 The requirement for fencing does not apply to areas where there is no work activity being 

undertaken, subject to any foreseeable risk to members of the public. 

4.4 Depending on the activities, employers should consider in their risk assessment what if any 

control measures may be required, giving particular consideration to: 

 every break, dangerous corner and other part or edge of a dock, wharf, jetty or quay; 

 open sides of a gangway, footway over a bridge, caisson or dock gate 

 any other place where someone working or passing might fall 

 risks to lone workers, visitors, ship’s crew, third parties, etc. 

 risks to members of the public where public access is possible or foreseeable, even if 

there is no dock work activity being undertaken (to comply with section 3 of the HSW 

Act) 

4.5 Secure fencing should consist of an upper rail and an intermediate rail. In certain 

circumstances, e.g. the presence of children, a higher standard of protection will be required. 

The rails may where necessary consist of taut wire, taut chain or other taut material. 

4.6 By virtue of The Provision and Use of Work Equipment Regulations and to ensure 
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compliance with any relevant CE marking requirements, where an organisation has a duty to 

maintain, operate or test port infrastructure or equipment such as fencing, they should be 

aware of any British and European Standards which may apply. 

4.7 Where the work involves being within 1 m of an unprotected quay edge, people should wear 

suitable PPE, e.g. lifejackets or buoyancy aids. 

 Safety in Ports 019 Selection and use of buoyancy equipment 

http://www.portskillsandsafety.co.uk/publications/safety_in_ports_guidance 

4.8 Dock premises should be provided with adequate and suitable rescue and lifesaving 

equipment and means to escape from danger, e.g. handholds on the quayside at water 

level, ladders on quay walls and life-saving appliances. 

5 FENCED QUAY EDGES 

5.1 At jetties or quays where the edges are fenced throughout in accordance with the 

arrangements above, the provision of life-saving equipment alone is sufficient unless: 

 the public has access to the quay edge 

 the dutyholder is made aware of a risk of people falling over a fenced edge that is 

comparable to the risk of people falling over an unfenced edge (whether or not by 

means of risk assessment) 

In these situations additional measures will be required such as handholds and/or ladders. 

6 UNFENCED QUAY EDGES 

6.1 At jetties and quay edges where the edges are unfenced, means should be provided to help 

people to rescue themselves from drowning, and provision made for other people to rescue 

those in danger without endangering themselves. The means should include: 

 handholds on the quayside at water level (at any state of the tide) 

 ladders on quay walls 

 life-saving equipment 

7 PONTOONS AND SHIP-TO-SHIP OPERATIONS 

7.1 Where a fixed quay is not involved, e.g. ship-to-ship operation or the use of pontoons, 

adequate and suitable lifesaving equipment should be provided. 

7.2 See also ‘Access between ships’ in ACOP L148: 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l148.htm 

http://www.portskillsandsafety.co.uk/publications/safety_in_ports_guidance
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l148.htm
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8 RESCUE FROM DROWNING 

8.1 Handholds 

8.1.1 Handholds should be suitable for use and be protected where possible to avoid damage 

both to and from ships. 

8.1.2 Employers must assess if handholds are adequate, taking into account that someone 

immersed in the water for even short periods of time is likely to be cold, shocked, exhausted 

and possibly injured. 

8.1.3 Handholds can be provided in a variety of ways – ropes can be strung between ship mooring 

bollards so as to reach the water, but if there is a substantial tidal range these may not 

provide an adequate handhold at all states of the tide. In this case, the handholds afforded 

by quayside ladders may be adequate at extreme states of the tide. Ropes, chains or old 

tyres can be suspended vertically from bollards and other suitable suspension points. Where 

smooth ropes are used, the addition of regular large knots will assist a person in the water. 

Equally chains with rings inserted at regular intervals will also provide a better grip. Baulks of 

timber can be fixed to float at the water’s edge. Where there are false quays in enclosed 

docks, ropes or chains should be strung across horizontally at water level so as to prevent a 

person being taken under the quay. In many cases it may be possible to use fenders. 

8.1.4 In some cases the quay structure can provide handholds.  

8.2 Ladders on quay walls 

8.2.1 Ladders should be provided on any structure at the water’s edge from which persons may 

fall into deep water. This includes quays, wharves, river berths and jetties. Some large 

mooring buoys may need similar provision. Ideally the ladders should form part of the 

original construction, and be fitted in a suitable recess in the face of the quay to protect them 

from damage by ships and small boats. Alternatively they may be protected by timber 

baulks. The protected recess thus formed should be between 0.5m and 1m wide. A 

handhold is needed on the quayside in front of the ladder. This handhold should be so 

designed that it does not form a tripping hazard, and such that it does not collect water, ice 

or dirt. Access is improved if the top rung is slightly ‘stepped in’. In addition the ladder should 

extend to 1 metre beneath the water level expected at the lowest foreseeable state of the 

tide, or to the sea/river/dock bed.  All ladders should be properly maintained. 

8.3 Positioning of handholds and ladders on quay walls 

8.3.1 Quays constructed or reconstructed after 1 January 1989: 

 handholds and ladders should each be at intervals not exceeding 30m, with 
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handholds approximately midway between each pair of ladders, so that there is either 

a handhold or ladder at least every 15m 

8.3.2 Quays constructed before 1 January 1989: 

 where the design of the quay provides convenient protected positions for ladders, 

they should be installed at intervals which do not exceed 50m and intermediate 

handholds should provide a means of support at intervals not exceeding 25m 

 where the quay is not so designed, ladders should be installed at intervals not 

exceeding 85 m and intermediate handholds should provide a means of support at 

intervals of approximately 30m 

 where dock operations are not normally carried out, or only infrequently, and the quay 

is not equipped with ladders to the above standards, suitable portable ladders should 

be provided and securely placed fore and aft of each ship when it has moored to 

work. 

8.4 Life-saving equipment 

8.4.1 Life-saving equipment should be conspicuous, properly maintained and provided at 

appropriate intervals. 

8.4.2 Lifesaving equipment such as lifebuoys, throwing lines and rescue poles should be provided 

at approximately 100 metre intervals, although risk assessment may determine shorter 

intervals. All such equipment should be kept readily accessible.  A suitable lifeline of a length 

adequate for the location should be attached to each lifebuoy or a separate throwing line 

should be provided.  The type of equipment provided should be determined by risk 

assessment.   

8.4.3 Employers should take into account the particular circumstances of each berth such as tidal 

effects, operations and personnel involved when deciding what level of equipment is to be 

provided.  For example, where there is a strong tide or current, a throwing line may be 

appropriate either in addition to or in place of a conventional lifebuoy. 

8.4.4 Instructions for the use of each piece of life-saving equipment should be given or displayed 

8.4.5 Draglines are not rescue equipment. 

8.4.6 On some quays, e.g. container berths, there is no alternative to having the appliances 

positioned on the quayside cranes. If in the normal course of events this means that the 

interval between appliances is less than 100 m, additional precautions will not be required if, 

on occasion, cranes bunch together on the quay and create gaps greater than 100 m. Where 

there are no quayside cranes, use should be made of suitably placed permanent fixtures 

such as lighting standards. If no such possibilities exist, each appliance should be sited on 



Health and Safety in Ports (SIP020) – Guidance on Water Safety in Ports 

 

 

 Date: April 2014 Issue: 1 Page 7 of 8 

an upright pole suitably designed and protected from damage and marked in an appropriate 

colour. In some circumstances, it may be necessary to have portable equipment which can 

be sited as the work dictates. 

 See also Safety in Ports 019 Selection and use of buoyancy equipment in ports: 

http://www.portskillsandsafety.co.uk/publications/safety_in_ports_guidance 

9 IMPORTANCE OF REGULAR MAINTENANCE 

9.1 Regular checks should be carried out on all water rescue measures. The frequency and 

extent of checks should be carried out in conjunction with your risk assessment and 

manufacturer’s recommendations. Factors to consider will include: likelihood of damage and 

risk of vandalism, particularly in public areas. 

10 RELEVANT LEGISLATION AND GUIDANCE 

10.1 Relevant legislation and guidance includes: 

 European Standard EN 14144:2003, Lifebuoys – requirements and tests 

http://www.dft.gov.uk/mca/lrgtxt/mcga07-home/shipsandcargoes/mcga-

shipsregsandguidance/mcga-q_s-shipping_safety-national-iw-standards/ds-ssb-

iwnatstds-chapter_5-10.htm  

 European Standards and Markings for Buoyancy, Immersion and Diving Suits 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/foi/internalops/oms/2009/03/om200903app8.pdf  

 Five Steps to Risk Assessment  INDG163(rev2)  published by HSE  

www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg163.pdf 

 International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), Chapter III ‘Lifesaving 

appliances and arrangements’ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/228511

/7205.pdf 

 International Labour Organization’s (ILO) Code of Practice on Safety and Health in 

Ports (ILO 152)  

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/dialogue/sector/techmeet/messhp03/messhp-cp-

b.pdf 

 International Maritime Organization, Testing and evaluation of life-saving appliances, 

2003 http://www.imo.org/MediaCentre/PressBriefings/Pages/Life-Saving-Appliances-

2010-Edition.aspx  

 L148 “Safety in Docks” Approved Code of Practice and Guidance 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l148.htm 

http://www.portskillsandsafety.co.uk/publications/safety_in_ports_guidance
http://www.dft.gov.uk/mca/lrgtxt/mcga07-home/shipsandcargoes/mcga-shipsregsandguidance/mcga-q_s-shipping_safety-national-iw-standards/ds-ssb-iwnatstds-chapter_5-10.htm
http://www.dft.gov.uk/mca/lrgtxt/mcga07-home/shipsandcargoes/mcga-shipsregsandguidance/mcga-q_s-shipping_safety-national-iw-standards/ds-ssb-iwnatstds-chapter_5-10.htm
http://www.dft.gov.uk/mca/lrgtxt/mcga07-home/shipsandcargoes/mcga-shipsregsandguidance/mcga-q_s-shipping_safety-national-iw-standards/ds-ssb-iwnatstds-chapter_5-10.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/foi/internalops/oms/2009/03/om200903app8.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg163.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/228511/7205.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/228511/7205.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/dialogue/sector/techmeet/messhp03/messhp-cp-b.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/dialogue/sector/techmeet/messhp03/messhp-cp-b.pdf
http://www.imo.org/MediaCentre/PressBriefings/Pages/Life-Saving-Appliances-2010-Edition.aspx
http://www.imo.org/MediaCentre/PressBriefings/Pages/Life-Saving-Appliances-2010-Edition.aspx
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l148.htm
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 Marine Equipment Directive 96/98/EC http://www.mared.org/ 

 Merchant Shipping (Marine Equipment) Regulations, 1999 - SI 1999 No 1957  

 Safety in Ports 019 Selection and use of buoyancy equipment in ports: 

http://www.portskillsandsafety.co.uk/publications/safety_in_ports_guidance 

 Working at Sea - Maritime & Coastguard Agency                       

http://www.mcga.gov.uk/c4mca/mcga07-home/workingatsea.htm 

 

DOCUMENT AUTHORS  

This guidance document has been produced by Port Skills and Safety with assistance of the Health 

and Safety Executive and representatives of the UK ports industry. 

FURTHER INFORMATION  

For further information please contact: 

Port Skills and Safety, 1st Floor, 30 Park Street, London SE1  9EQ  

Tel: 020 7260 1790 Fax: 020 3598 1733 Email: info@portskillsandsafety.co.uk 

COPYRIGHT 

Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v2.0.  

Crown copyright applies to the whole of this publication.  The content may be used by third-

parties in accordance with the terms of the Open Government Licence. None of the content 

may, without HSE’s express agreement, be given to third-parties for use outside the terms of 

the Open Government Licence.  http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-

licence/version/2/ 
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