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Safety Lockout  -  shutdown efficiency 

When workers are servicing plant or equipment it needs to be isolated from it's energy source (electrical, 
pneumatic, hydraulic, mechanical etc) to prevent it starting up while being worked on. If electrical work is being 
undertaken the risk of shock must be eliminated by isolating the power. The methods for doing this are 
everyday OH&S issues. 

In the 70's when this writer was a labourer at the BHP steelworks in Newcastle, these responsibilities were 
satisfied by the simple procedure of attaching a "Danger Tag" (cardboard tag on a string) to the controls or 
electrical switches. 

In today's OH&S environment such procedures are rarely regarded as sufficient, particularly when current 
technology can provide a much higher level of protection and virtually eliminate the risk of injury. The isolation 
of energy sources using keyed locks is industry standard today. The safety lockout procedure involves each 
worker carrying a number of padlocks, which they use to isolate and lock out EVERY item of plant, or 
equipment that they will be working on. 

This works well and is efficient when small numbers of workers need to isolate machinery and plant in close 
proximity to the lockout points. But what about in a major shutdown when hundreds of workers employed by 
several contractors are crawling all over a site that might cover hundreds of hectares? Each worker must lock 
out the energy to any plant that they will be working on and it is the employer's responsibility to ensure that the 
system works. This can result in each worker spending hours (literally) identifying the isolation points relevant 
to their work and attaching their personal lock at each point. The isolation points can be spread over large 
distances (eg imagine a 4 kilometre long conveyor) involving workers walking all over the site. And how do you 
attach 45 padlocks to a single isolation point? 

Newcastle is the largest coal shipping port in the Southern Hemisphere and has extensive large industry and 
mining operations. It is not surprising that in this environment an innovative approach to these problems has 
been developed. Newcastle firm Specialised Wholesale and Plastics have developed a procedure and "Group 
Isolation Board" system (Patent Pending) (Copyright - Specialised Wholesale 2002) that can save significant 
man-hours and improve the efficiency, safety and effectiveness of the "lock out" process. 

The system consists of a portable board with a clear lockable polycarbonate (unbreakable) cover. Each item of 
plant is isolated by one of the workers (eg the team leader or supervisor) and the key is placed in it's own 
"board". Written details, permits etc associated with the lockout are attached to a clip and the polycarbonate 
cover is closed and locked by the supervisor or team leader. Each worker then attaches their personal lock to 
a locking rail that can accommodate approximately 30 individual padlocks. Extensions of the locking rail are 
available if more locks need to be attached. Once the workers locks are attached to the board the isolation 
cannot be removed until every worker has removed their own lock. 

The real benefit of the "Specialised Lockout System" is in the ability for all the workers in a group to attach 
their locks to all the lockout boards in one place and at one time. The safety and management procedures on 
many sites require toolbox meetings of the workers to plan their work and to discuss safety. The "lockout 
boards" are assembled at one place (often the crib room) and each worker attaches a lock to each isolation 
board needed to protect him. In less than 10 minutes all members of the team can complete their personal 
lockout procedures and then get to work. 

The alternative where each worker wanders all over the site searching for the lockout stations to make his 
individual lockouts can burn tens if not hundreds of man hours.  

The "Specialised Lockout System" has been enthusiastically adopted by local industry including leaders such 
as BHP Billiton, Incitec, Pasminco, One steel and a number of Hunter Valley mines.  

Safety locks are available in a range of colours. It is common to find companies using colour coded personal 
locks. Supervisors might have yellow locks while workers will usually have red locks. The supervisor can lock 
out the item of plant and only they can unlock it after all the other locks have been removed from the Lockout 
Board. Often several work teams work in the same area and require the same plant to be isolated. Their team 
leader can monitor each team by using their own hasp that groups up to six worker's locks together. The team 
hasp allows the team leader to identify instantly if all his blokes have finished their work and removed their 
locks. Once all his team have removed their locks the team leader can remove his lock from the "team hasp" 
and remove the hasp from the "group isolation board". 

Of course nothing can prevent the age-old problem of workers clocking off, going home and forgetting to 
remove their lock. And there is no alternative to the age-old solution of ringing them up and getting them out of 
bed and back to the site to remove their locks. But the "Specialised Lockout System" reduces the likelihood of 
this happening because all the locks are at one place. At the end of the day each worker must count their 
locks to ensure that they are all accounted for - and that they haven't left one behind still active. 


