ABTT Code of Practice for Access Equipment and the Use of Tallescopes.

It seems that some members may not have seen the notice in Winter 2005 Sightline regarding the delay in the publication of the Code.  There are ongoing discussions regarding the safe use of Tallescopes and the clarification of the hierarchy of risk for the use of access equipment.  We hope that it will soon be possible to publish clear guidance.  

It is certain, however, that if we were to go to print at present we would have to state that the use of Tallescopes other than strictly in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions is illegal.  This would forbid the use of a Tallescope without the outriggers firmly in place on the floor, without the brakes being applied and certainly without moving the Tallescope with someone in the basket, irrespective of any other precautions.  We do not believe that our industry wants this guidance in our industry code.  It may yet be possible to reach a more satisfactory conclusion but this will take time.

A statement of the ABTT’s position was published in Winter 2005 Sightline see below. Our view has not changed.

David Adams

Chairman ABTT Safety Committee.

TALLESCOPES IN THEATRES AND SIMILAR PLACES OF ENTERTAINMENT.

The Tallescope is a piece of access equipment designed originally for lightweight facilities maintenance such as painting or replacing lamps in street lighting in car parks. It has been used with success in theatres since the early 1970’s for focussing lighting and similar short term, light duty work. To quote the current UK service agent’s statement  “A Tallescope is a telescopic aluminium manually operated work platform which has been manufactured by Upright Ireland Ltd since 1972. It is used extensively in the UK and elsewhere for one-person spot access, particular in theatres, shopping malls, leisure centres etc. A Tallescope is a safe access platform for workers that also provides a cost effective solution.”

Tallescopes have been used ‘mobile’ with a person in the elevated basket for many years by virtually every theatre stage and performance space in the world. 

The device is used in this way because:


a)  it allows fast, precise access to equipment; 


b)  it avoids climbing up and down between each task;

c)  it has a very small footprint allowing easy access onto a stage and around objects not easily moved.

However concerns have been expressed regarding the safety of using these devices in this way.

The manufacturer has always stated that Tallescopes should not be moved when ‘occupied’; unsurprising for any manufacturer of such a product. However the manufacturer’s product was designed for environments very different to theatres. Rough ground, irregular surfaces and a construction environment were envisaged when the instructions were written.
It is recognised that a Tallescope is not suitable for all tasks.  However, where another more stable platform is not possible, the use of a Tallescope is not inherently dangerous when used appropriately.  Many theatres already have a range of equipment for work at height, which may include Individual Work Platform (IWP) type machines, mobile towers, Tallescopes and ladders or ‘A frame’ ladders.   However the use of mobile towers is not always possible because of insufficient space and use of Mobile Elevating Work Platform (MEWPs)  or IWPs is often prevented by  access or structural considerations.
The majority of tasks carried out from a Tallescope in the theatre are light in duty but may be repeated many times. There are often many luminaires to be focussed for a production, some will also have to be maintained or adjusted, all usually within a tight schedule and around scenery and associated production effects that make use of other access equipment extremely difficult or impossible.  In many theatre environments MEWPs or IWPs cannot be used or are simply not available.
The advances in ‘moving light’ technology should not, however, be ignored. These devices are heavy and proper arrangements are needed when rigging them e.g. to a counterweight or motorised bar.  However, focussing is automated and working at height should not be necessary.  However at present such equipment is very expensive and often unreliable.  Routine maintenance may be suited to being carried out from a Tallescope.

There have been accidents involving Tallescopes in theatres; as far as we are aware in every case these were due to either incorrect set-up or defective maintenance.

The use of Tallescopes could be controlled by treating them in much the same way as ladders are in the Work at Height Regulations 2005.  A proper maintenance plan, defined and documented training and adherence to (venue specific) procedure should control the risks adequately. Extraordinary situations should be catered for in ways proportionate to the risks. 

In the opinion of the ABTT Safety Committee, most theatres or performance spaces in the UK using a Tallescope regularly move the unit whilst occupied without any serious problems. The majority of technicians probably do not enjoy using these devices, but in the absence of anything more appropriate they accept their shortcomings. This also discourages their use when other equipment is suitable and therefore statistically reduces risk.  

The ABTT draft code of practice for use of access equipment, whilst not recommending the practice, does highlight the areas to be considered should the practice be adopted. These include good maintenance, set up and supervision, but also the control of the surrounding areas, adequate task lighting levels, distances to be negotiated and advice on levelling and the suitability of supporting surfaces.
Experience proves climbing up and down the vertical ladder in order to move the Tallescope (in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions to achieve compliance with PUWER) is far more likely to contribute to a fall than being moved short distances in controlled conditions whilst at height.  

If the manufacturer’s instruction were rigidly enforced, a typical view in the industry is that “properly focussed lighting would cease.”  This would surely affect the viability of theatre performances.   

The tradition that ’the show must go’ on is often used as an excuse for poor planning, lack of provision of adequate work equipment and so on.  The ethos is a very powerful one and should not be underestimated.  Whilst lack of planning and inadequate equipment are unacceptable, the use of Tallescopes in a planned manner should allow the industry to continue using a tried and tested method, provided that other, safer means of working at height are not practicable. 

Chris Higgs on behalf of the ABTT Safety Committee.
