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Falls from elevations occur in all occupations and in a variety of work settings—from the 
employee washing windows 40 feet from the ground to the stock clerk retrieving goods 
from a shelf using a ladder. These are only two examples of the many tasks that can result 
in employee injury or death caused by an employer’s failure to recognize fall hazards, use 
appropriate fall protection equipment, or take action to abate fall hazards in their workplace. 

This is due to a variety of reasons, including the fact that the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) has provided little in the way of clear, concise requirements … until 
now. As of January 17, 2017, general industry employers can utilize several fall protection 
methods and systems in their workplaces. Understanding all of these options will help ensure 
your employees receive a level of fall protection that is both effective and necessary. 

Guardrail systems
Guardrails – also called standard railings – have been the primary means of preventing 
employees from falling to lower levels in general industry for decades. This fall protection 
method is still allowed under new 29 CFR 1910 Subpart D, “Walking-Working Surfaces;” 
however, some guardrail requirements have changed. OSHA says this was done to reflect 
current technology and work practices, and ensure consistency throughout general industry 
workplaces. 

Guardrails are still allowed under the new rule.

For example, guardrails used to have to be 42 inches in height, but now can be 42 inches plus 
or minus 3 inches, and even exceed 45 inches under special circumstances. As such, the final 
rule does not allow existing guardrails that are less than 39 inches in height. All associated 
OSHA guidance (e.g., Letters of Interpretation, Directives, etc.) previously allowing 
guardrails to have a minimum height of 36 inches have been rescinded. 

Guardrails may be used as specified under 1910.28, “Duty to have fall protection and falling 
object protection.” This includes, but is not limited to, the following: 

•  Hoist areas,

•  Holes and openings,

•  Runways and similar walkways,

•  Dangerous equipment,

•  Dockboards, 

•  Stairway platforms, and

•  Unprotected sides and edges (e.g., loading docks, platforms, mezzanines).
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Additional guardrail system requirements address construction, strength, and deflection 
limits. 

Fall protection must be provided at four feet and above 
in general industry. 

Handrails and stair rail systems 
Handrails and stair rail systems are not the same. Under 1910.21(b), OSHA defines a stair 
rail system as “a barrier erected along the exposed or open side of stairways to prevent 
workers from falling to a lower level,” while handrails are rails used to provide workers with 
a handhold for support. A stair rail system can be used as a handrail, but a 
handrail cannot be used as a stair rail system. 

Handrails and stair rail systems must be used as fall protection on flights 
of stairs having at least three treads and at least four risers as described 
in Table D-2, “Stairway Handrail Requirements,” under 1910.28(b)(11). 
These requirements are dependent upon stairway width and the number 
of enclosed sides. For example, on a stairway more than 44 inches wide, 
but less than 88 inches wide, there must be one handrail on each enclosed 
side, and one stair railing on each open side. 

Additional handrail and stair rail system criteria are set forth in 1910.29(f). These 
requirements cover height, finger clearance, surfaces, stair rail openings, handholds, 
projection hazards, and strength. 

Covers
Employers may use covers to protect workers from falling into a hole in floors, roofs, 
skylights, roadways, manholes, pits, and other walking-working surfaces. 

Any cover used must be capable of supporting, without failure, at least twice the maximum 
intended load that will be placed on it. In other words, if you anticipate that an employee 
will walk across a cover, it must be able to support the worker, as well as any equipment, 
tools, materials, and vehicles the worker may be carrying or using. This limits the choice of 
materials used to construct covers. 

Also, covers must be firmly secured at all times to prevent accidental displacement. This can 
be caused by a number of factors, including wind, flooding, ice, and snow. Heavy equipment 
running back and forth over covers also can loosen or displace them. 

Ladder cages and wells
Under old Subpart D, fixed ladders of more than 20 feet to a maximum unbroken length of 
30 feet had to be equipped with a cage or well. Cages and wells are fastened to the ladder’s 
side rails enclosing the employee in the climbing area of a fixed ladder. This was the required 
means of fall protection.  

OSHA says there is wide recognition that cages and wells neither prevent workers from 
falling off ladders nor protect them from injury when a fall occurs. Cages and wells simply 
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contain employees in the event of a fall and direct them to a lower landing. For this reason, 
OSHA is phasing out the use of cages and wells as fall protection on fixed ladders. 

By November 18, 2036, all fixed ladders that extend more than 24 feet above a lower level 
must be equipped with a ladder safety system or personal fall arrest system. This means that 
some existing fixed ladders will have to be replaced to meet this new requirement. Fixed 
ladders that have a cage or well, but not a ladder safety system or personal fall arrest system, 
can be used until either the ladder, cage, or well (or a portion of it) is replaced or  
November 18, 2036, whichever comes first. 

Nearly 50,000 lost-workday injuries from falls to a 
lower level occurred each year between 2006 and 
2012, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Ladder safety systems
A ladder safety system is designed to prevent a worker from hitting a lower level by 
eliminating or reducing the possibility of falling from a ladder. It usually consists of a carrier 
(i.e., lifeline), safety sleeve, lanyard, connectors, and body harness. The carrier is a rigid or 
flexible track attached to or immediately adjacent to fixed ladders for worker use. The safety 
sleeve is a moving component that travels on the carrier. 

The ladder safety system must be designed in such a way that it does not require a worker to 
continuously hold, push, or pull any part of the system. This allows the worker to move up 
and down the fixed ladder with both hands free for climbing. OSHA says this also allows a 
worker to perform a task when they stop climbing. 

Additional ladder safety system requirements are outlined in 1910.29(i). 

Safety nets
Another new fall protection system available to employers are safety net systems. Safety nets 
are commonly used in the construction industry when working on bridges and large structures 
to protect workers from hazardous vertical drops. Under 1910 Subpart D requirements, safety 
nets are allowed to be used to protect workers on several types of elevated walking-working 
surfaces, including: 

•  Unprotected sides and edges,

•  Wall openings, and 

•  Low-slope roofs. 

To ensure that the requirements for safety nets used in general industry are consistent with, 
and are as protective as, the construction requirements, OSHA requires employers to follow 
the construction criteria and practice requirements under 1926 Subpart M, “Fall Protection.” 

Designated areas
For years, the required fall protection on roofs were either guardrails or personal fall 
protection. Both of these systems are often infeasible or impractical, however. Now, employers 
have another option: designated areas. 
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A designated area can only be used on a low-slope roof which OSHA defines as a roof that 
has a slope less than or equal to a ratio of 4 in 12. This means a vertical rise of 4 units of 
measure (e.g., an inch, foot, or meter) to every 12 units of that same measure of horizontal 
run. In industry, low-slope roofs are often referred to as “flat roofs.” 

There are limitations to the use of designated areas beyond this. Specifically, for any work 
that has to be done less than six feet from the roof edge, conventional fall protection has to be 
used. A designated area is NOT allowed in this circumstance. 

If the work that needs to be done is at least 6 feet from the edge, 
then a designated area may be used. Between 6 and 15 feet from 
the roof edge a designated area can be used, but only when the 
work is both temporary and infrequent. For work that is 15 feet 
or more from the roof edge, a designated area can be used for any 
work – the frequency or duration have no relevance.

A designated area must be delineated by a warning line. The 
line has to be constructed out of rope, wire, tape, or chain that is as close to the work area as 
possible. The warning line must:  

•  Have a minimum breaking strength of 200 pounds, 

•  Have a height of 34 to 39 inches at its lowest point, and 

•  Be clearly visible from 25 feet away. 

If a designated area sounds like a better option then what you are currently doing to conduct 
work on roofs, then you need to very carefully review 1910.29(d).

Personal fall protection
Another means of fall protection includes personal fall protection. This is familiar to most 
employers already, but under new Subpart D, OSHA says this includes three specific options:

•   Personal fall arrest -  
Used to arrest a worker from falling to a lower level when a fall occurs.

•   Travel restraint -  
Used to limit a worker’s travel to prevent exposure to a fall hazard. 

•   Positioning devices -  
Used to support a worker in a fixed position.

OSHA added new section, 1910.140, to Subpart I, “Personal 
Protective Equipment,” that addresses these three types of personal 
fall protection systems. The section establishes requirements for 
the design, performance, use, and inspections of each system 
and system components (e.g., body harnesses, lifelines, lanyard, 
anchorages). 

OSHA says that damaged or worn components on 
personal fall protection systems are a fall hazard. 

Also included in this section are two non-mandatory appendices that provide information to 
help employers select, test, use, inspect, and maintain these systems. 

for the design, performance, 
use, and inspections

Know the requirements

for EACH type of system



6Fall Protection: Understanding the new general industry optionsCopyright 2017  J. J. Keller & Associates, Inc. All rights reserved. 

Personal fall arrest
Personal fall arrest is defined as a system that arrests an employee in a fall. This consists 
of a body harness (body belts are not allowed), anchorage, and connector (e.g., lanyard, 
deceleration device, lifeline, or combination). Many employers use personal fall arrest systems 
currently.

Travel restraint 
Travel restraint is a system used to eliminate the possibility of an employee going over the 
edge of a walking-working surface. It limits their movement and therefore prevents exposure 
to fall hazards. This has been commonly referred to as fall restraint in general industry. 

Positioning devices (work-positioning systems) 
Positioning devices allow an employee to be supported on an elevated vertical surface, like  
a wall or window sill, so that work can be done with both hands free. The worker is in a  
fixed position and cannot move as one can with either a personal fall arrest or travel  
restraint system.  

Conclusion
Before making a decision on fall protection, consider the hazards in your workplace. Evaluate 
the criteria, features, and benefits of each method and system now available to general 
industry employers. Then choose the most effective approach for protecting your employees 
from falls. 
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topics, and its diverse solutions include training via online courses, streaming video or 
DVD; online management tools; managed services; consulting services; online and print 
compliance manuals and instructional publications; ELogs and mobile technology, forms 
and supplies. 

Safety professionals rely on J. J. Keller’s in-house expertise and wide selection of products 
and services to reduce risk and improve regulatory compliance, performance management, 
and operational efficiency. For more information, visit  JJKeller.com.

How We Can Help 
As the nation’s leader in regulatory compliance and best practices expertise, J. J. Keller is 
your reliable source for help protecting employees and reducing the risk of accidents and 
violations. In addition to OSHA, we cover DOT, EPA, DOL and other agencies. 

 Fall Protection for General Industry  
This program is designed to help employees understand OSHA fall protection 
requirements under the Walking-Working Surfaces Rule and how their job 
responsibilities may be impacted under the new standard. The program explains how 
injuries by fall and falling objects occur; summarizes employer requirements to protect 
workers from fall hazards; identifies various forms of fall protection and scenarios 
when each would be appropriate; and describes ways to help prevent falls in the 
workplace. Program available in DVD, Video Training Book, Online Courses, and Pay 
Per View formats.

OSHA Compliance for General Industry:  
From Understanding to Implementation
OSHA compliance helps you create a safer work environment, but the regulations 
can be lengthy and confusing. This redesigned version of our popular OSHA 
Compliance Manual explains them in plain English to help you understand and 
apply them in the workplace. Includes J. J. Keller® ez Explanations™ summaries to 
help you quickly grasp key regulatory topics and a one-year subscription to our 
Online Edition, which offers our popular Ask an Expert feature — direct access to 
J. J. Keller® regulatory experts for answers to specific compliance questions.

For more information, call 800-327-6868 or visit JJKeller.com/slips.

Multiple formats available.

Laws, regulations, and best practices change. The observations and comments drawn today may not apply to laws, regulations, or best practices as they may 
be in the future. J. J. Keller & Associates, Inc. cannot and does not assume responsibility for omissions, errors, or ambiguity contained in this white paper. 
Individuals needing legal or other professional advice should seek the assistance of a licensed professional in that field.
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