Fall hazards around
skylights
When a skylight is installed at a building site, it is
considered a fall hazard just as any open space on a
roof would be. However, even when that skylight is
completed, this area is still a fall hazard to workers
conducting work nearby.
While a skylight may appear to be an enclosed opening,
its ability to protect workers may be deceptive. Since
2002, there have been 10 fatalities with workers falling
through skylights. That is an average of just over one
death every two years.

What’s the issue?

Once the skylight is installed, there is a perception that
the area is now safe and work can be conducted around
it without consideration of a fall hazard. But skylights are
made from relatively light materials and have very little
strength. If a worker steps on or falls against a skylight,
it could break and cause the worker to fall to the area
below.
Currently, inspectors from the Ministry of Labour,
Training and Skills Development (MLTSD) use Section
26 of Construction Projects regulation (O. Reg. 213/91)
to enforce fall protection near skylights. However, the
language in this section is not specific with regard to
skylights.
IHSA and the representatives from the LabourManagement Network are proposing changes to the
regulation to address this hazard. Workplace parties
including building owners, constructors, employers,
supervisors, and workers may not fully realize how
serious fall hazards can be when working on, around, or
near a skylight. Each skylight must be treated the same
as all other roof openings.
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Proposed regulation

In 2020, the Windsor-Essex Regional LabourManagement Health and Safety Committee submitted
a Needs Analysis to the Provincial Labour-Management
Health and Safety Committee (PLMHSC) for
construction.
A Needs Analysis provides the PLMHSC with the
information needed to decide if the proposed changes
to the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA)
or Construction Projects regulation (O. Reg. 213/91)
should proceed to the Construction Legislative Review
Committee (CLRC). In this case it did, and a working
group will be established to look at creating a proposed
regulation change.
The intention of the proposed regulation change is to
add wording that addresses skylights specifically so that
it is clearly understood that a skylight is an opening and
a fall hazard.

What does the law say now?

With this in mind, it is important to be aware of
our responsibilities under the OHSA and some
straightforward ways to prevent these types of incidents
from occurring. Construction Projects regulation (O.
Reg. 213/91) requires that workers be prevented from
falling through an opening on a work surface with either
a guardrail system or a protective covering (s.26.3(2)).
Workers can use a travel restraint or fall arrest system
for protection, but only if it is not possible to use a
guardrail or protective cover.

Guardrails

Guardrails must be provided around all roof openings
that are not fitted with permanent or temporary
coverings. If the guardrail is made of wood, it must
be constructed and installed so that it is capable
of resisting all loads that it may be subjected to. If
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the guardrail is not made of wood, it must meet the
requirements of Construction Projects regulation (O.
Reg. 213/91, s.26.3(4)).
Remember that while workers are installing temporary
guardrails, they must use a fall protection system to
protect against a fall.

also ensure the guardrails or protective covers are in
place and maintained.
If a cover or guardrail is not in place, work in the area
must stop until they are in place. Subcontractors must
also be instructed that if a guardrail or cover has to
be removed to perform work, they must ensure the
following:
•
•
•

All other workers are kept out of the area.
Another means of fall protection is used while
performing the work.
Guardrails or covers are replaced when they leave
the area.

Many workers have fallen through roof openings when
the area was left unattended or when inadequate
protection was used. Every skylight must be considered
to be a fall hazard when workers are on a roof. The only
exception is if the employer has obtained an opinion
from an Ontario-licensed engineer that the skylight can
withstand any load to which it may be subjected and is
not likely to endanger a worker.

Covers

Guardrails are the preferred method for protecting
workers around roof openings, but they may not always
be practical. Opening covers are the next best option. If
covers are used, they must comply with the following:
•
•
•
•
•

Be completely covering the opening.
Be securely fastened.
Be identified as a covering for an opening.
Be made from material that can support all loads
the covering may be subjected to.
Be capable of supporting a live load of at least
2.4 kN/m2 without exceeding the allowable unit
stresses for the material used.

Of course, in the case of skylights, most of these
coverings will look different than a more standard
one, so research what the industry has to offer for this
specific hazard.

Establish a fall-protection program

A fall-protection program should be established and
implemented to protect workers who work near a
skylight. The following protection measures may be
included:
•
•
•

How can we reduce the hazard now?

Skylight openings must be treated as the same type of
hazard as all other roof openings. Installing temporary
guarding around the work area helps to prevent this
hazard.
When general contractors, constructors, or owners
install temporary guardrails or protective covers
around roof openings to ensure multiple trades or
subcontractors can access the roof safely, they must

•

Temporary guardrails or barriers installed around a
skylight to prevent a worker from falling through,
stepping, or walking on a skylight.
A temporary skylight screen, grate, or cover of
material capable of handling any load imposed by a
worker.
Travel restraint systems to prevent a worker from
stepping on or falling onto the skylight.
A fall-restricting system designed to limit a worker's
free fall.

NOTE: As a last resort, if a guardrail or cover can’t be
used, fall arrest systems can be employed but are not
recommended. A fall through a skylight will result in the
lifeline or lanyard seeing a potentially sharp edge.
Visit ihsa.ca/falls for more information on fall
protection, working at heights, and training.
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