ANALYSIS OF OSHA GUIDELINE FOR
  RESIDENTIAL FALL PROTECTION
by Gary W. Auman, Esq.

In 1994, OSHA issued its long-awaited fall protection standards for the construction industry requiring generally that contractors protect employees working at heights above six feet with guardrails, safety lines, and nets.  Following implementation of the standards, however, residential construction industry representatives articulated serious concerns.  Not only were the new fall protection standards simply infeasible, they actually posed a greater risk of injury than traditional fall protection methods.  In response, OSHA relaxed these standards for the residential construction industry in 1995 and again in 1999.  These new alternative fall protection standards for residential construction are less burdensome and as safe as the original 1994 standards.

Under STD 3-0.1A, published in June 1999, OSHA defines residential construction as work on structures where the work environment, materials, methods, and procedures are essentially the same as those used in typical building single family homes.  Because wood framing, wood floor joists, and wood roof trusses are common residential materials used in post-frame construction, OSHA’s alternative standards can be widely adopted throughout the post-frame construction industry.

Under the residential construction definition, even adjoining parts of commercial structures, large and small, may be considered residential, provided that the work environment, materials, methods, and procedures are similar to those used in home construction.  To qualify for the alternative standards, however, the entire adjoining structure must conform to the residential definition.  A shopping mall entrance, for example, constructed with the same materials and methods as a typical wood frame house would be considered residential.  Conversely, a shopping mall entrance constructed with steel posts would not be considered residential, even if the roof were supported by wood fame trusses common in residential construction.  When a portion of the larger structure does qualify as residential, however, the relaxed alternative standards only apply to that part of the structure which qualifies as residential, not the entire structure.

OSHA defines four groups of residential construction activities that are eligible for the alternative standards: (1) working on foundation walls; (2) installing drywall, insulation, heating/cooling systems, electrical systems, plumbing and carpentry in attics and on roofs; (3) erecting exterior walls, rafters, trusses, floor joists, floor sheathing, and roof sheathing; and (4) roofing work.

For all four groups, OSHA generally permits contractors to rely on traditional fall protection practices.  For example, while OSHA still requires residential contractors to implement a fall protection plan, they are exempt from documenting this plan in writing, and it does not have to be specific for each jobsite.  OSHA requires limiting the work where there is fall exposure to workers trained in fall protection, minimizing their exposure to falling and eliminating all impalement hazards in the work area.  Additionally, workers may not work in inclement weather, all wall/formwork must be adequately supported, and materials and equipment must be kept in convenient locations where workers may safely access them.  Although these alternative standards generally reflect a more common sense approach to fall protection, OSHA still requires exacting compliance.

For example, the alternative fall protection standards for erecting trusses and rafters apply only when the structure is less than three-and-a-half stories, or 48 feet from the lowest to highest point (not eave to ground).  For qualifying structures, the contractor must establish a “Controlled Access Zone” around the work area.  The area MUST be marked with signs, wires, tapes, ropes, or chains, and a TRAINED MONITOR MUST restrict access to workers trained in fall protection safety.   Under the fall protection standards, a monitor must be trained, AND he/she may have no other duties that may distract them from their function as a monitor.
Fall protection practices for truss and rafter installation depend on the height of the trusses and rafters.  For installing trusses and rafters less than eight feet high, workers must use scaffolds — which include basic “sawhorse” scaffolds — set up along interior walls.  For trusses and rafters to be installed over eight feet high, workers must set the first two trusses or rafters from ladders that lean against the outside walls.  Once these trusses or rafters have been ADEQUATELY braced, workers may use them for support when setting additional trusses or rafters, but must not stay in elevated positions longer than necessary.  Further, no workers may walk below or adjacent to the work area during installation when they may be hit by falling objects.  

For exterior wall construction, OSHA REQUIRES that a warning line, six feet from the wall, clearly defines the Controlled Access Zone.  Again, a MONITOR MUST restrict access only to trained workers and construction materials must be kept conveniently and safely close to the workers.  Wall openings and floor holes higher than six feet must be covered or surrounded by a guardrail to prevent workers from falling.  As you can see, this relief does not appear to provide any relief to the post-frame contractor when installing girts.
OSHA’s alternative fall protection standards for residential roofing require the same treatment for roof holes or openings, such as skylights.  For the alternative standards to apply to roofing, the slope must be 8:12 or less, and the total fall distance, from eave to ground, can not be more than 25 feet.  OSHA requires contractors to inspect the work area for slip hazards and no construction materials may be stored within six feet of the roof edge.

In place of guardrails, safety lines, and nets, the residential contractor may use either a monitor or a slide guard for any roof slope up to 4:12, and even up to 8:12 for tile or metal roofs.  For roofs not tile or metal, slide guards are required for slopes over 4:12.  A monitor must be an individual competent to recognize fall hazards who is in close proximity to roof workers to see and warn of danger and shall have no duties that may distract him/her from his/her duties as a monitor.  All slide guards must be constructed of 2" X 6" stock, must be continuous along the eave, and the face of the slide guard must be perpendicular to the roof slope.  

Residential contractors may also use warning lines for fall protection on roofs less than 4:12 provided they are used in combination with some other fall protection mechanism.  This is also true in commercial construction.  For example, on a flat roof, a warning line is adequate fall protection when used in conjunction with a guardrail, a safety net, safety line, or even a monitor.
As you can see, STD 3-0.1A provides some relief to contractors in our industry.  It DOES NOT eliminate the need for fall protection, but it does create some options for the post-frame contractor who qualifies.  A qualifying contractor MUST ensure compliance with ALL requirements for use of alternative fall protection.  As you can see, to use these alternatives the building MUST qualify as residential.  The contractor MUST complete special training for all employees who may be exposed to falls and who are to be protected by the alternative measures.  Don’t think that STD 3-0.1A gives you a pass or exemption from using any fall protection.  If the exemption from the standard fall protection requirements fits your company or a particular contract, use it, but use it carefully and in full compliance with the alternative methods.
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