
Vehicle Safety 
Level 3 Health and Safety in the Workplace 

 

Introduction 

The previous modules about vehicles covered best practice and regulations regarding the workplace layout and driver 

standards. 

 

In this third section about vehicle safety, you'll learn more about safe vehicle practice, including how to safely load 

and unload vehicles and how to ensure that falls, tipping and overturns are prevented. 

 

Topics to be Covered 

The topics covered in this section are: 

 

 Coupling and uncoupling 

 Loading and unloading 

 Tipping 

 Avoiding overturns 

 Avoiding falls 

 

Coupling and Uncoupling 

The coupling and uncoupling of vehicles can present serious risks if it is not carried out safely. 

 

Hauliers and site operators should ensure that: 

 

 Areas where vehicles are coupled or uncoupled are firm, level and well lit, by natural or artificial light. 

 Vehicle stops, handholds and lighting, such as at the cab rear, are provided and used where appropriate. 

 Drivers are properly instructed in coupling procedures. 

 Where vehicles must be split coupled or close coupled due to a lack of room between the trailer and tractive unit, 

the trailer parking brake must be properly applied before coupling or uncoupling. 

 

When coupling trailers: 

 The driver should check that the trailer parking brakes are applied. Air brakes should never be applied by 

detaching suzie hoses. 

 For automatic coupling, the cab should be reversed slowly under the trailer, with the kingpin lined up to the 

locking mechanism. Listen to hear the fifth wheel lock onto the kingpin. 

 

For manual coupling: 

 Reverse the vehicle into place. 

 Make sure that the parking brakes are applied. 

 Manually attach the coupling mechanism. 

 Do a 'tug test': try to drive forward slowly in a low gear to check that the fifth wheel is engaged. 

 



When coupling and uncoupling: 

 Apply the tractive unit parking brakes before leaving the cab. 

 Inspect the locking mechanism to ensure it is secure, and fit any safety ('dog') clips. 

 Connect all brake hoses and the electrical supply to the trailer. Check that they are secure. 

 Wind up any landing legs on the trailer and secure the handle. 

 Fit any number plates and check that the lights work. 

 Release the trailer parking brakes. 

 

When uncoupling, you should normally follow the coupling procedure in reverse. Make sure that the ground is hard-

standing, i.e firm enough to hold the trailer and its legs, and that the cab brakes are applied before getting out 

 

Loading and Unloading 

Loading and unloading vehicles can also be dangerous activities. Heavy, hot, cold or corrosive loads, moving 

vehicles, overturning vehicles and working at height can all lead to injuries or death. 

 

Loading and unloading areas should be: 

 

 Clear of other traffic, pedestrians and people not involved in loading or unloading. 

 Clear of overhead cables, pipes or other dangerous obstructions. 

 To maintain stability, trailers should be parked on firm, level ground. 

 Fenced or provided with other edge protection where there is a danger of people falling. 

 If necessary, protected against bad weather. For example, strong winds can be very dangerous during loading. 

 

Loads should be spread as evenly as possible, during both loading and unloading. Uneven loads can make the vehicle 

or trailer unstable. They should also be secured or arranged so that they do not slide around - racking may help 

stability. 

 

Heavy loads are dangerous, so think about what you need to do to control them. Special safety equipment, such as 

guards or skirting plates, may be necessary if there is a risk of anything being caught in machinery. 

 

Ensure that vehicles and trailers have their brakes applied and all stabilisers are properly positioned before beginning 

loading or unloading. The vehicle should be as stable as possible. 

 

Other precautions may also be necessary, for example, in some workplaces it may be possible to install a harness 

system to protect people working at height. 

 

Provide a safe place where drivers can wait if they are not involved in loading or unloading. Drivers should not 

remain in their cabs if this can be avoided, and no one should be in the loading or unloading area if they are not 

needed. 

 

Vehicles must never be overloaded, as they can become unstable, difficult to steer or less able to brake. 

 

Always check the floor or deck of the loading area before loading to make sure it is safe. Look out for debris, broken 

boarding etc. 

 



When loading a vehicle, think about how it will be unloaded. If it will be unloaded in stages then make sure that this 

can be done as easily as possible, and without making the remaining load unstable or badly distributed. 

 

Loads must also be suitably packaged. When pallets are used, the driver needs to check that: 

 

 They are in good condition. 

 Loads are properly secured to them. 

 Loads are safe on the vehicle. They may need to be securely attached to make sure they can't fall off. 

 

Tailgates and drop-sides must be closed when possible. If overhang cannot be avoided, it must be kept to a minimum 

and clearly marked. 

 

Some goods are difficult to secure during transport. Hauliers and recipients will need to exchange details of loads in 

advance so that they can agree on safe unloading procedures. 

 

Before unloading, check that loads have not shifted during transit and are not likely to move or fall when restraints are 

removed. 

 

There must also be further safeguards against drivers accidentally driving away too early. This does happen and is 

extremely dangerous. Measures could include: 

 

 Traffic lights. 

 The use of vehicle or trailer restraints. 

 Vehicle keys or paperwork being held by the person in charge of loading or unloading until it is safe for the 

vehicle to be moved. 

 

These safeguards would be especially effective in situations where communication problems could arise, for example, 

where drivers do not have English as their first language. 

 

Tipping 

Every year, a number of vehicles overturn during tipping - an activity that has a high risk of serious or fatal accidents. 

 

Visiting drivers should be required to report to the site office. The site operator and the visiting driver need to liaise 

and co-operate, for example, by making sure that everyone is aware that tipping is about to happen, by keeping the 

area clear and by arranging for wheel-stops to be used. 

 

The site operator will also need to ensure that tipping faces are suitable and safe (such as compacted tipping faces on 

landfill sites), and that there are no significant side slopes. 

 

Tipping sites should be: 

 

 Level. 

 Stable - the whole site should be able to hold the vehicle and load during tipping. 

 Clear overhead - no power cables or pipework. 

 



Further precautions include: 

 

 Articulated vehicles should always be tipped with the cab and trailer in line. 

 The load must be evenly distributed across the vehicle. 

 The vehicle should remain level at all times. 

 Use wheel-stops to help position vehicles. They should be large enough to let the driver know when to stop and 

far away from edges. 

 Make sure that the tailgate is safe: it should be released and secured or removed completely before tipping. 

 If the load discharges through an opening or chute, the tailgate latch needs to be strong enough to not be 

damaged. 

 Check that the load will discharge smoothly and safely. 

 Never allow anyone to stand or walk immediately behind the vehicle when the body is raised. 

 When raising or lowering the body, the driver should never leave the vehicle and keep the cab doors closed. The 

use of 'donkey engines' is not recommended. 

 Drivers should be able to anticipate loads sticking. 

 

When tipping: 

 

 The vehicle should never be driven to shake free a stuck load. Instead, lower the body and free the remaining 

load before raising the body again. 

 No one should climb onto a raised vehicle to clear a stuck load. Aids, such as mechanical vibratory discharge 

systems, can help. 

 The driver should always ensure that the body is completely empty after tipping. 

 The driver should not drive more than a few metres forward to ensure the load is clear, and should only do this 

after checking that the load is at the bottom of the tipping body. 

 

Vehicles should avoid coming into contact with any cables. If a cable is struck and the situation can't be made safe 

immediately, the driver should leave the vehicle by jumping as far clear as possible. 

 

While jumping, the driver should never make contact with the ground and the vehicle (or anything touching it) at the 

same time, as this would complete an electrical circuit and may cause serious injury or even death. 

 

The driver should then ensure that no one else comes into contact with the vehicle (or anything touching it) while it is 

still touching the power cable. 

 

The area should be secured and the local electricity supplier contacted to arrange for the power supply to be cut off. If 

you do not know the supplier's number, call 999 for emergency help. 

 

If the vehicle begins to topple over, the driver should brace themselves against the back of the driver's seat and hold 

firmly onto the steering wheel. The driver should never try to jump out of a vehicle that is falling over. 

 

  



Avoiding Overturns 

Vehicle overturns are responsible for almost one in five deaths caused by workplace transport accidents. Fork-lift 

trucks, compact dumpers, tipper lorries and tractors are all especially prone to overturning. 

 

There are many reasons why vehicles might overturn, including: 

 

 Travelling on slopes that are too steep or slippery. 

 Soft ground, potholes or uneven terrain, kerbs, steps or edges. 

 Being overloaded or, for vehicles such as fork-lift trucks, under-loaded or unevenly loaded. 

 Going too fast, especially around corners. Consider using and enforcing speed restrictions. 

 Using vehicles that are unsuitable for the task. 

 Carrying loads at a dangerous height, such as with a lift-truck load fully raised. Loads should be carried in a 

lowered position wherever possible. 

 

Make sure that drivers have proper information regarding where and how seat restraints and other safety equipment 

should be used. This can include clear floor markings and signs in safety areas and/or on vehicles. Drivers should be 

trained to follow safety procedures, to wear proper restraints and to spot dangers in advance so as to avoid them. 

 

Monitor workers to make sure they are wearing seat restraints when they should and don't take risks that might make 

vehicles overturn. In many situations, the seat belt or restraint is simply to prevent the driver trying to jump off an 

overturning vehicle. 

 

There is a legal requirement for many types of vehicles to have a roll-over protection system (ROPS) fitted if there is 

a risk of them overturning, such as a roll cage or restraints. A ROPS on some kinds of vehicles can reduce the risk of 

injury if it overturns, but they are not fully effective unless the driver is also wearing an appropriate restraint. 

 

Drivers have been killed when vehicles with a ROPS and a restraint overturned because they were not wearing the 

seat belt provided. 

 

Avoiding Falls 

As an employer, you must ensure that the risks from falling are assessed and suitable control measures are used. 

 

Access onto vehicles should be restricted only to people who need to be there. As far as possible, provide systems and 

equipment that allow people to work from ground level. For example, make gauges and controls accessible from the 

ground. 

 

Use vehicles that do not require manual sheeting, either by using packaging that does not need sheeting, such as 

intermediate bulk containers, or by using mechanical sheeting systems. As well as reducing risks, mechanical sheeting 

systems can avoid the need for special gantries or platforms as they are usually fixed to the vehicle. 

 

Where work at height is unavoidable, avoid the need for a person to climb on top of the load by providing permanent 

platforms or gantries. If platforms are provided, instructions on their proper use should be given, their use should be 

monitored and there should be enough of them. You may need to install a harness system to protect people working at 

height. 



Where people have to gain access to the top of a vehicle, they should preferably use site-fixed steps or stairs. 

Mudguards and wheels should not be used to stand on. Where the means of access is fixed to the vehicle it should: 

 

 Be placed on the front or back of the vehicle, as close to the relevant part as possible. 

 Be of sound construction, properly maintained and securely fixed. 

 Be vertical or slope inwards towards the top if possible. 

 Have horizontal rungs that give plenty of foothold. 

 

If people have to move around on vehicles, use walkways that are made of non-slip material. Top and middle guard 

rails or collapsible handrails can be used to protect people working, standing or crouching. 

 

Consider fitting additional safety features, such as those described on the previous page, if they are not already present 

or use alternative methods of access. 

 

If features are retrofitted, ensure that the alterations do not affect the structural integrity of the equipment and that the 

actual operation of retrofitting is safe. For example, welding onto petrol tankers may create significant risks. 

 

Work at height on vehicles should, where possible, be carried out in designated places, away from passing traffic and 

pedestrians and sheltered from strong winds and bad weather. Extra care will need to be taken in wet or icy 

conditions. 

 

Vehicles should be parked on level ground, with their parking brakes on and the ignition key removed. Suitable 

footwear and hand, eye and head protection (where necessary) should be provided and used. 

 

No one should ever attempt to climb onto a moving vehicle. 

 

Passengers should only be allowed onto a vehicle if it is designed to accommodate them safely with suitable seating 

and restraints. 

 

Different employers working in the same place may have a legal obligation to co-ordinate their safety measures. For 

example, where work has to be done at height and where permanent, safe access to the top of the vehicle cannot be 

achieved, an alternative means of safe access should be provided, such as a suitable stepladder provided by the site 

operator at the destination. 

 

 



 

Summary 

In this final module about vehicle safety, you've learnt the importance of coupling, uncoupling, loading, unloading and 

tipping safely. 

 

When coupling and uncoupling, the site must be well lit, level and big enough to accommodate the vehicle and its 

trailer, and the driver must follow the appropriate procedures to ensure the procedure is secure. 

 

When loading and unloading, the risks from heavy, hot, cold or corrosive loads, moving vehicles, overturning vehicles 

and working at height must all be considered. Vehicles should never be overloaded and the load must be suitably 

packaged, have even weight distribution and be securely loaded onto the vehicle. 

 

When tipping, ensure the site is stable, level and clear overhead, and discharge the load smoothly so that it doesn't 

stick. Ensure that drivers know the correct procedures to follow. 

 

To avoid overturns and falls, use appropriate restraints and safety equipment and avoid working at height wherever 

possible. If this isn't possible, provide suitable safety and access equipment. 
 


