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re cent ar ti cle in the New
York Times de scribed a sit u -
a tion in which a su per vi sor of 
a hos pi tal was killed by as -

phyx i a tion while work ing alone in a
trailer out side the hos pi tal.  Ap par ently,
a liq uid ni tro gen tank valve was leak ing
to the ex tent that ox y gen in the room
was dis placed with ni tro gen.  While this 
was not a lab o ra tory in ci dent, it has
stim u lated dis cus sion once again about
the dan gers and pre cau tions nec es sary
for those peo ple who work alone.

In Al berta, the mur der of a con ve nience
store em ployee who was work ing alone
late one eve ning in sti gated Al berta
Work place Health & Safety to de velop
a reg u la tion re gard ing work ing alone,
as well as a set of guide lines to as sist
em ploy ers who have lone work ers.

Def i ni tion
Working alone usu ally im plies work ing 
with out close or di rect su per vi sion.
Lone work ers do not have vi sual or au -
di ble con tact with an other per son who
can pro vide or call for as sis tance in the
event of ac ci dent or ill ness.

When should a per son not
work alone?
Ideally, it is not ad vis able to have work -
ers work alone. How ever, there are nu -
mer ous cases when work ers are
re quired to work alone.  The es sen tial
de ter min ing fac tor should be a risk as -
sess ment for the tasks that the lone
worker is re quired to per form.  

Per forming a risk
as sess ment
Iden tify the equip ment a worker is ex -
pected to use, and de ter mine if the
equip ment can be han dled by one per -
son.  Iden tify the chem i cals and other

agents to which the worker may be ex -
posed, and de ter mine if work ing alone
may pose a higher risk of ex po sure. 
Iden tify if there is the po ten tial for vi o -
lence, and de ter mine what de ter rents
are in place.  Iden tify any work ers who
are med i cally un fit to work alone due to
added stresses which may be im posed in 
emer gency sit u a tions. To en sure due
dil i gence and com ply with var i ous
work ing alone reg u la tions, en sure that
the risk as sess ment is writ ten.

De velop and im ple ment
con trols
1. En sure safe ac cess and exit for the
worker.  Some lab o ra tory doors may be
locked off-hours; if this is the case, en -
sure that the worker knows all pos si ble
emer gency ex its.

2. Pro vide a com mu ni ca tion sys tem for
the worker to use in the event of an
emer gency sit u a tion.  This may in volve
sched uled “check-ins” with a worker in
an other area, or by se cu rity per son nel. 
It may in volve a panic but ton to sum -
mon help quickly.  There are also au to -
matic warn ing de vices avail able with
built-in mo tion de tec tors that are pro -
grammed to sum mon as sis tance when
there is no move ment for a pe riod of
time.

3. In lab o ra to ries, en sure that work ers
al ways uti lize all re quired per sonal pro -
tec tive equip ment, and that all emer -
gency re sponse and first aid equip ment
is avail able and func tion ing.

4. Where pos si ble, re de sign the work so
that higher risk ac tiv i ties are per formed
dur ing the day, when greater num bers
of work ers are pres ent.

5. In iso lated ar eas where vis its from
un wel come per sons may oc cur, at tempt
to limit ac cess.

6. Train all work ers who are re quired to
work alone to avoid panic re ac tions in
emer gency sit u a tions.  En sure that lone
work ers un der stand risks and ap ply all
avail able pre cau tions.  In form work ers
of cir cum stances when they should stop
work and seek ad di tional ad vice.  Pro -
vide train ing on han dling ag gres sion
wher ever this may be an iden ti fied risk.

7. Doc u ment all as pects of your sys tem
for con trol ling risks for em ploy ees
work ing alone, and en sure that all staff
who may be ex pected to work alone are
fa mil iar with your con trol pro gram.

Many lab o ra to ries re quire em ploy ees to 
work alone at times – ei ther in an iso -
lated lab o ra tory or in a main lab o ra tory
off-hours.  Some times on-call tech nol o -
gists en ter the lab o ra tory for a pe riod of
time to per form re quired di ag nos tic
tests when the lab o ra tory is of fi cially
closed.  In any of these sit u a tions, it is
ad vis able (and of ten re quired) to have a
haz ard con trol plan es tab lished and well 
com mu ni cated.  Con trolling the risks is
crit i cal to en sur ing the safety of lone
work ers.

Check pro vin cial leg is la tion for spe -
cific de tails on safety re quire ments for
lone work ers. 
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