Not Just Blowing' In The Wind

Ask a scaffold worker to describe the loads on a scaffold and the answer will probably be, “the weight of the scaffold, plus the weight of all workers and tools, plus the weight of materials or equipment.” This typical response only describes the vertical loads without considering other forces. In fact, both vertical and horizontal loads may be present on a typical exterior scaffold and the horizontal load or force may be more critical to the stability of the scaffold. 

A potentially large force common to all exterior scaffolds is the wind. The wind is complex, unpredictable in direction, and varies in strength. While scaffolds can support vertical loads rather well, they are very poor supports for horizontal loads. To be sure that the scaffold stays erect and in place in the wind, an overall review of the installation must be made to decide if the bracing and tie systems will withstand the wind’s force.

The wind force factor on scaffolds is so important their employers should issue order for work on scaffolds to “prohibit work on or from scaffolds during storms or high winds, unless a qualified person has determined it is safe and employees are protected by a personal fall arrest system.” Anchorage and bracing shall be such that scaffolds and falsework will be prevented from swaying, tipping or collapsing.

The wind can push and pull on various sections of the scaffold at the same time. The qualified person must consider all connection points not only on the scaffold, but also on the supporting structure. The scaffold will not stay up if it is not adequately braced and secured to a strong structure that can stand up to the forces of a strong wind. Generally, both the frequency and the strength of ties must be increased to resist wind loads. In addition, the type of work being performed from the scaffold must also be evaluated when figuring a tie solution so that the tie locations provide the least amount of interference to the worker. 

The qualified person must consider the specific situation and circumstances of the job, such as the type of scaffold, its location, and its height. To be effective in resisting wind forces, the scaffold should have additional braces, an increase in the number and strength of the ties, stronger anchors in the supporting structure, and restrictions in the size and type of covering.  OSHA has determined that “wind screen would be allowed if the scaffold is secured against the anticipated wind forces imposed.” 

