An Introduction to Permits to Work

WHAT IS A PERMIT TO WORK
Wherever there is a special need to co-ordinate potentially hazardous processes within the working environment, safety measures, which are an integral part of that working environment, may be disturbed.  Guards may be removed, maintenance; servicing and cleaning operations, may involve entry into confined spaces, electrical supply may have to be disconnected etc.  Maintenance etc, whether emergency or routine, usually involves some departure from ordinary process procedure and hence departure from established health and safety measures.
The purpose of Permit to Work Systems is to ensure that, through careful planning beforehand and proper supervision at all stages throughout the work, dangerous situations, in which staff may be jeopardised, can be avoided.

While in many cases it may be possible for maintenance engineers; service and cleaning staff to rely on automatic safeguards, safety ultimately depends on people.  Verbal instructions, requests, or procedures, are always liable to be misunderstood, misheard or forgotten.  Thus, to achieve the maximum adherence to safety procedures, a system is needed which eliminates the ‘chance’ of human element and requires both maintenance and production personnel to follow formal procedures.
Permit systems are particularly valuable where the safety of one individual depends on the correct actions being taken by others.

WHAT SHOULD THEY CONTAIN?

Where maintenance and cleaning work is concerned, these duties can best be fulfilled when the plant or process in question is closed down.  Often this is not possible and, even when it is, different groups of maintenance personnel etc may be working the same area, so that the need for safety planning still remains.
The Permit to Work system is basically an organised, predetermined drill to ensure that from a specified time the designated machinery or plant is safe to work on – and that nothing is done during the course of operations to prejudice the safety of those involved.  It must also aim to make everyone aware of the activities involved and lay down limitations which must be observed in order to ensure their safety on the job.

The Features of a Permit to Work system

The most important guideline is that any permit form should be as simple as possible to avoid confusion and time consuming bureaucracy and yet must include the essential elements as follows:

A) Issue
· All persons involved must be aware of the hazards and precautions relating to the activity.

· Each permit issued should have a unique identification number or code.

· The permit must be clearly limited to a specific place, activity, piece of equipment etc.  Unique plant identification numbers should be used wherever possible.  The nature of the work must be clearly specified.

· There must be a date/time limit for the permit.

· Permits should only be issued by an “Authorised Person”, and signed.

· Any restrictions on types of activity, equipment etc while carrying out the work for which the permit is issued must be clearly defined.  (There may be reference to a different type of permit being required for other work.)

· The precautions that have been taken must be clearly defined – isolation, locking off, test of atmosphere etc.

· Any further monitoring etc that will be required during or after the work must also be clearly defined (eg regular or continuous air monitoring).

· Any further actions required during the work must be defined.  Many accidents happen when individuals decide to carry out some additional work.

· The permit should be recognised as the master instruction.  It overrides all other instructions until amended.

B)  Receipt
· The person(s) accepting the permit is responsible for seeing that specified work and actions defined by the permit and any specified safety precautions are carried out.
· The individual issuing the permit must sign to confirm that all necessary isolation, testing etc has been carried out and that it is safe for the work or entry to commence.

· The individuals who will be carrying out the work must sign to confirm they fully understand the work required, the restrictions and the precautions to be taken.

C)  Clearance / Return to service
· When the work is completed the individuals must sign to that effect and to confirm that the plant may be returned to service.

D)  Cancellation

· There should be a formal handover of the plant back to operating staff upon completion of the work which will also include a ‘sign-off’ of the permit by the authorised person.

 E) Extensions

· Should the work not be completed by the end of the shift, some permit systems provide for extensions to the permit.  Since this might involve other employees in the work, many systems insist on a new permit being issued.

Other features of an effective system are:

 The procedure must not just be aimed at contractors or at employees, it must cover everyone carrying out a certain high risk activity.

 The system must require a stoppage of work if new hazards are identified or deficiencies in the precautions taken are found.

 There must be clear rules in the event of the work having to be abandoned for a general site emergency.

 A person should not be able to issue a permit to himself.

 There must be detailed procedures if the permit is allowed to extend beyond a shift and handed over to another person.

 The recipient should retain the permit, preferably on display at the work and records of all “live” permits be kept at the point of issue.

 A system for reporting any incidents that arising during the activity.

Organisation of System

All personnel on site must be aware of the permit procedure and when a permit is necessary.  This will extend to any contractors or visitors.  A programme of instruction, induction training, issue of booklets and other methods are used to achieve this requirement.

Permits must not be altered after they have been issued.

Monitoring the System

Checks must be made at regular intervals to ensure that permits have been issued for appropriate work.

Any difficulties in managing the system must be reported and followed up by management.

The permit procedure should be reviewed regularly in the light of any difficulties or incidents reported and improved where necessary.

The above principles should be embodied in any Permit to Work System, although they will have to be adapted flexibly according to the nature of hazardous work being undertaken, the size of the plant, the number of personnel involved etc.  The key concepts are communication, understanding and control.  Permit to Work Systems should be accompanied by adequate technical training to ensure that the system is thoroughly understood.  It is no use having a system which appears foolproof on paper but is too complex or cumbersome to be comprehended by those whose safety it is designed to ensure  
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