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Portable Metal Ladders and Electricity 

 

By now you would think that we’d all know that using metal portable ladders around electrical hazards 

is a bad idea.  Unfortunately this is far from the case; NIOSH estimates that between 1992 and 2007 

no fewer than 154 electrocution deaths resulted from contacting overhead power lines with portable 

metal ladders.  During their investigations, NIOSH found that the majority of ladder contacts occurred 

during erection, lowering or relocation of the ladder. 

 

NIOSH found that this type of accident took place in virtually all trades and at all experience levels.  

Some incidences included: 

 

 An employee stood on a fully extended 24 foot aluminum ladder.  After completing work on a 

building section, he climbed down the ladder to move it to another location.  While repositioning 

the ladder, it contacted a 7,200 V overhead power line that was located 8 feet away from the roof 

edge.  He was electrocuted. 

 

 Two employees (20 and 21 years old) were using a 36 foot aluminum extension ladder to reach 

the top of a 20 foot high metal light pole.  One employee was on the ladder, the other was holding 

the ladder on the ground.  The ladder slipped away from the pole and contacted a 12,460 V 

overhead power line, both employees were electrocuted. 

 

 Three employees were looking for an area to store materials on the roof of an office building 

where work was to begin.  Two employees held a fully extended 32 foot aluminum ladder as the 

third climbed down.  The ladder tipped backward, coming in contact with a 7,200 V overhead 

power line located 6 feet from the building.  One of the employees holding the ladder was 

electrocuted, the others were shocked. 

 

Although these situations involved different settings and trades, the ways to prevent further accidents 

like these are just about the same. 

 

 Employers and workers must comply with OSHA’s regulation prohibiting the use of portable 

metal or conductive ladders for electrical work or in locations where ladders may contact 

electrical conductors. 

 

Electrical Hazards 
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 Employees should be trained about the hazards of using portable metal ladders, including 

aluminum, near energized power lines. 

 

 If portable metal ladders must be used around energized power lines be sure 

o The ladders are properly balanced and secured. 

o To maintain safe working distances to avoid accidental contact with power lines 

 

 When possible, make arrangements with the power company to de-energize the lines or to 

cover them with insulating line hoses or blankets. 

 

 Employees should be trained in emergency medical procedures like first aid, CPR or the use 

of AEDs.  Many fatalities can be prevented by prompt medical care. 

 

The bottom line is that proper, thorough training may have been able to prevent these and many other 

electrocution fatalities at the workplace. 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

When do most accidents involving metal portable ladders contacting energized power lines occur? 

If you must use a portable metal ladder around energized lines, what are some ways that you can 

help protect yourself from electrocution? 
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