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Lock and load
Road haulage plays a vital
role in keeping the UK
economy running, but the
risks associated with the
sector are not always as
well managed as they
should be. Nina Day
outlines some of the simple
measures that should be
taken to prevent injuries
during loading and
unloading processes.

Whether it’s raw materials, consumer
goods, food and drink, parcels, or plant
equipment, we all rely on lorries to keep our
production lines running and our
supermarket shelves stocked.
Companies have invested heavily in recent
years to make their systems more efficient
and more productive. But when things go
wrong in the transport chain, either on the
road or in the workplace, the effects can be
devastating.
Road haulage and warehousing has one of
the highest injury rates of all industry sectors.
For many otherwise low-risk companies,
loading and/or unloading goods vehicles will
be their most dangerous work activity, but the
risks may not always be appreciated until
something goes wrong. Every year, there are
thousands of workplace injuries during
loading and/or unloading. This is a significant
cost, not only to the people who are injured
but also to their employers and society as a
whole.
The good news is that there are some
straightforward ways of reducing the number
of incidents in the road-haulage sector and
preventing injury to workers and members of
the public.
Common incidents
Almost half of all loading/unloading incidents
reported to the HSE fall into four categories:
struck by a vehicle (this often involves
someone being struck by a forklift truck);
falls from height; struck by a falling object;
and slips and trips.

When stacking loads, it’s important to make sure the stacks are stable

A significant proportion of these incidents
occur as a result of the load on the vehicle
having moved in transit. Quite simply, if a
load is not secured to, or within, a vehicle, it
can and will move independently of the
vehicle every time the vehicle changes speed,
or direction. It doesn’t matter how heavy the
load is, or how carefully the vehicle is driven;
if the load is not secured, it will move.
Drivers have been killed by shifting loads
smashing through the headboard into the cab,
and by unstable loads collapsing on to them
during unloading. But it’s not just the driver

of the vehicle who is at risk; even small, light
items falling from a vehicle at speed can kill,
or seriously injure a pedestrian, or cyclist.
Legal duties
The legal responsibility to secure loads for
road transport is made clear in the Road
Traffic Act (section 40) and the Road Vehicles
(Construction and Use) Regulations
(regulation 100). The driver, and anyone who
causes or permits the vehicle to be loaded,
must ensure that there is no danger of injury
to any person. Employers and the self-
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employed also have duties under the HSWA
1974 to ensure that they take reasonably
practicable steps to reduce the risk of harm to
anyone affected by their work activities, and
to make sure that their employees have the
information, training, and equipment they
need to carry out their jobs safely.
It’s a common misconception that the
driver of the vehicle is the only person with
responsibility for the load. A driver who loads
and secures their own vehicle on their own
premises has a different level of responsibility
to a driver who simply collects a pre-loaded
and sealed vehicle from a distribution centre.
It doesn’t necessarily matter who does what –
what matters is that the load is secure before
it goes out on to the public highway.
The load-securing system consists of three
elements:
the structure of the vehicle (headboard,
sidewalls, side posts, etc.);
chocks, cradles, blocking, etc; and
lashings (webbing straps, chains, wire
rope, rated securing nets).
Vehicle structure
Load securing should always start with the
vehicle structure. Positive fit – the process of
packing out a box-sided vehicle – is a simple
way of ensuring that the load cannot move.
Loading to the headboard is also an important
part of the system – after all, it is much easier
to prevent a load from starting to move than
it is to try and catch it once it’s already sliding
forward, plus the headboard is the last line of
defence for the driver against load ingression
to the cab.
Of course, it’s not always possible to load
the headboard, and axle-weight
considerations must take priority, but if there
is a gap it might be worth using blocking, or
building an intermediate bulkhead in front of
the load. If the headboard is not used as part
of the system, the number of lashings needed
to secure most loads will be
disproportionately high, so the structure
should be used as much as possible.
Further guidance on how to comply with
UK road traffic legislation can be found in the
Department of Transport guide, ‘Safety of
loads on vehicles’.1 This states that the loadsecuring system must be capable of
withstanding a force equivalent to the entire
weight of the load in the forward direction,
and half the weight of the load to the sides
and rear. This is a minimum standard for
normal driving on the road. If the vehicle is
also travelling to Ireland, or mainland Europe
on a ship, the requirement for securing is
slightly higher.
A common misconception in the UK is
that curtain-sided vehicles can be used
without additional load restraints. A curtainsided vehicle is essentially a flatbed with a
fixed tarpaulin to keep the rain off; if the load
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would not be considered safe on a flatbed, it
should not be sent out on a curtain-sider. The
exception to this is curtain-siders constructed
to the EN 12642 ‘XL’ standard, or equivalent,
where the structure (not just the curtains) is
tested and rated to withstand a force
equivalent to 40 per cent of the rated payload
when used according to the conditions of the
test certificate. There is no legal requirement
to build vehicles to this standard in the UK,
but a reinforced vehicle may help operators
meet the minimum securing level while
retaining the flexibility of a curtain-sider.
Chocks, cradles and blocking
Where there are gaps in the load, or where
the load is likely to roll – for example, when
transporting reels or vehicles – it can help to
use chocks, cradles, or blocking to make sure
the load can’t start to move. Tall, narrow loads
can be loaded in a transport frame to make
them more stable and less likely to topple.

“Drivers are often
expected to take
responsibility for a load,
but are given very little
power to fulfil that
responsibility”
Lashings
The final part of the load-securing system is
lashings. Webbing straps are often the first
choice for load securing but they are not
suitable for all loads, and it’s important to
make sure that they’re in good condition.
Straps are extremely vulnerable to general
wear and tear, abrasion from rough surfaces
such as concrete, and cutting from sharp
edges. It’s good practice to visually inspect
straps on a regular basis, and discard older,
brittle straps and those that have obvious
cuts, or tears. Straps that have already failed
once should not be knotted back together,
and generally straps should not be hooked on
to the sheeting hooks of the vehicle – these
are for roping a tarpaulin over the load, not
for load securing.
It’s also important to get the lashing
method right. There are three main types of
lashing: frictional lashing (where the lashing
goes over the load from one side of the
vehicle to the other), direct lashing (where
pairs of lashings go from attachment points
on the vehicle to attachment points on the
load), and loop or belly lashing (where the
lashing goes around the load). For frictional
lashing, the most common type of lashing,
the straps should be as close to vertical,
relative to the load bed, as possible. If the
strap angle is very shallow – for example, if

the lashing passes over a single, low pallet in
the middle of the load bed – the lashing will
not be effective. An easy way of increasing the
height of the load in this case, and increasing
the lashing angle, would be to stack empty
pallets on top of the load. This can also help
protect fragile, crushable items from the
downward force of the lashings.
Risk assessment
Whatever method, or methods are used, the
important thing is being able to demonstrate
that the load-securing system can secure the
entire weight of the load forward and half the
weight of the load to the side, and the best
way of choosing the most practicable system
is through risk assessment.
This doesn’t have to be a complicated and
difficult process; it’s about thinking through
the entire transport process, not just getting
the load on to the vehicle but also how load
movement is going to be prevented in transit
and how the load can be safely unloaded. It’s
important to make sure that reducing the risk
of load shift doesn’t introduce new risks, such
as working unsafely at height.
Communication and culture
Robust near-miss reporting can be very
helpful in flagging up where things are not
working, where communication is breaking
down, and where the real risks lie.
Communication is key to safe transport, both
in preventing issues from becoming potential
problems and in resolving issues. Drivers are
often expected to take responsibility for a
load, but are given very little power to fulfil
that responsibility, so on a management level
it’s important to support drivers who refuse to
take a load they believe to be unsafe. Equally,
it’s important to make sure that once a system
is agreed, it is actually put into place.
Load securing doesn’t have to be timeconsuming, or costly; in fact, it can often cut
costs and save time. It may even save
someone’s life.
Reference
1 www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/roads/vehicles/
vssafety/safetyloadsonvehicles.pdf

Further information
HSL has published two straightforward
guides aimed at professional drivers and
operators in the transport and logistics
sector. ‘Load safe, road safe – A
professional driver’s guide to safe loading
and transport’ (£15) and ‘Transport safety
– An operator’s guide to safe loading and
transport’ (£30) can be purchased from
www.hsl.gov.uk
Nina Day is a senior engineer at the Health &
Safety Laboratory (HSL) – see page 4 for more
information

