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Work authorisation

Confined space

Working in a confined space without a Permit to Work
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During a safety walk-round, personnel were found working inside a sewage
tank, without a Permit to Work.

What happened?

After consulting with the duty engineer it was confirmed that there was no confined
space entry permit in place and the work was stopped. Our member regarded the
situation as a near miss as the correct safety controls were missing.
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What led to this situation occurring?

The cleaning of the tank had already been ongoing for several days, but was
performed from outside of the tank, and did not require a confined space entry
permit.
On the day of the incident crew were tasked with removing pipes on the inside
of the sewage tank. Because the tank was clean, no signage indicating a
confined space, and the removal of the pipes was considered routine, the
requirement for a Permit to Work was not recognized, and the absence of the
PtW was not questioned.

Investigation revealed that: 

There was no Confined Space Entry Permit in place, no watch over the access
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point, no rescue plan, no gas monitoring regime.
There was no lock-out/tag out documented, no formal Permit to Work. The
Toolbox Talk did not identify confined space and isolation as hazards to be
controlled.
Assumptions were made regarding the existence and need of a permit.

Why this was dangerous

Residual hazardous materials: Despite the clean appearance of sewage tank,
there could still have been residue of hazardous materials which could have
lead to health issues if crew were exposed.
Deterioration of air quality: Even after cleaning the air quality can drop below
the safe threshold due to lack of ventilation or residual substances vaporizing.
This deterioration could be very localised within the tank.
No rescue plan: part of the confined space permit is a rescue plan and a
manhole watch, if none is place in the event of an emergency (collapsed
person due to lack of oxygen) there could be a delay in an effective rescue
response.
Entrapment: When no permit is issued, its not clear to everyone where work
activities are ongoing. This could lead to someone closing the entrance and
trapping people inside.   

How to prevent this happening

Follow the procedures – they are there to keep you safe.
Double check and confirm with supervisors or management if work is to
be conducted in a confined space.
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