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Safe Working in Confined Spaces 
HSENI approves L101 ACOP for Safe Work in Confined Spaces

(Third edition) for use in Northern Ireland
covering the changes in the revised ACOP outline safe working practices in 

confined spaces. 

GLOBAL RESCUE TEAM WINNERS  2015 AND 2016 
FOR THE OIL AND GAS SECTOR



Points covered  on the HSENI approves L101 ACOP 
for Safe Work in Confined Spaces (Third edition) for use in 

Northern Ireland

How the guidance has been simplified to 
make the understanding and use of the 
document easier. 

Further clarification on the definition of a 
confined space. 

An explanation of the flowchart to help in the 
decision-making process 

Additional examples of new workplace risks 
such as specifically created hypoxic 
environments, fire suppression systems etc. 



So, lets remind ourselves why  we need the Regulations and ACOP 

300 die every year Globally

A further 16,000 related 

injuries 

On average 25 people are 

killed in the UK & Ireland



Confined Space Consequences. 
Confined spaces can be complicated

Confined spaces should be considered as some of the most 
dangerous hazards at the workplace  or work location. 

The potentially fatal consequences of entering a confined space 
cannot be overstated. 

Simply put, working within a confined space can be very dangerous. 
Even common tasks, such as performing routine inspections, can be 
potentially fatal if the proper precautions are not taken. 

As we have seen, statistics tell us the sad truth, when it all goes 
wrong, it cascades?



The history behind the document 

Note from the HSE NI

The older version of the document  was the ‘current’ edition Safe 
Work in Confined Spaces in Northern Ireland (First edition, 1999) until 

March 2022 when

Safe Work in Confined Spaces (Third edition, 2014, L101) was 
approved.



BACKGROUND, SETTING THE TONE OF THE ACOPs
The role and status of ACOPs and how they are used, to help organisations 
comply with health and safety law. 

ACOPs provide practical guidance on complying with the general duties of the 
Health and Safety at Work (Northern Ireland) Order 1978 (HSWO) or the 
requirements of goal-setting regulations. 

The ACOP and Guidance (L101) was updated in 2014 to reflect best practice 
and new industries

ACOPs are not law but do have a special legal status; if the advice in ACOP
material is followed in relevant circumstances duty holders can be confident 
they are complying with the law. 



SETTING THE TONE OF THE ACOPs

This is made clear in the front of each ACOP
document by a statement that those who 
comply with the ACOP material will have 
done enough to comply with the law on the 
specific issues addressed by the ACOP

However, if the duty holder is prosecuted for 
a breach of health and safety law, and it is 
proved that they have not followed the 
relevant provisions of the ACOP, then that 
element of the offence will be taken as 
proved unless they can show the court that 
they have complied with the law in some 
other way



From a visual perspective, 
Old  New 

From a visual perspective, the old 

document looks dated and very 

difficult to read, the new document is 

much easier on the eye and better 

laid out, so that it almost encourages 

you to read it



Guidance to Regulation 1 Old v New
Reg 1, Has been expanded to try to better explain and define what a 
confined space is (both largely or completely enclosed and have a 
reasonably foreseeable ‘specified risk’).

1.OLD - In these Regulation ------ "confined space" means any place, 
including any chamber, tank, vat, silo, pit, trench, pipe, sewer, flue, well or 
other similar space in which, by virtue of its enclosed nature, there arises a 
reasonably foreseeable specified risk;

2. Some confined spaces are fairly  easy to identify, for example, closed 
tanks, vessels and sewers. 

3. Others are less obvious but may be equally dangerous, for example, 
open-topped tanks and vats, closed and unventilated or inadequately 
ventilated rooms and silos, or constructions that become confined spaces 
during there.



Guidance to Regulation 1 Old v New
Reg 1, Has been expanded to try to better explain and define what a confined 
space is (both largely or completely enclosed and have a reasonably 
foreseeable ‘specified risk’).

New - In these Regulations, unless the context otherwise requires —
“confined space” means any place, including any chamber, tank, vat, silo, pit, 

trench, pipe, sewer, flue, well or other similar space in which, by virtue of its 
enclosed nature, there arises a reasonably foreseeable specified risk;

(a) Enclosed on all sides – some, such as vats, silos and ships’ holds, may have open tops 
or sides; 

(b)  small and/or difficult to work in – some, like grain silos and ships’ holds, can be very 
large; 

(c)  difficult to get in or out of – some have several entrances/exits, others have quite 
large openings or are apparently easy to escape from; or 

(d)  a place where people do not regularly work – some confined spaces (such as those 
used for spray painting in car repair centres) are used regularly by people in the course of 
their work.



Decision making process  
One of the main features of the document is the to clarify, 

What is, and what is not, a confined space?

So, we can make an informed assessment of ‘is it’ or ‘isn’t it’?

A open walkway C/S  issue, yes/no. Industrial washdown C/S yes/no 



Access and free flowing solids Irish Rail

Access issues and type of work

Access, egress, liquid, gases, 
exposure, organic organisms, 

airborne issue, comms



Identifying a Confined Space under the ACOP and Regs

EFS Became the main rescue service for this project and the Fire 
Brigade were happy to be on stand-by if we need assistance.

Multi confined spaces, over 200 on this project, EFS were on this 
rig providing gas free, fire team & rescue and due to it docking in 

Belfast it comes under the ACOP & Regs for NI 

You should not rely on the public emergency services – they may 
be at another incident or remote from your site



Ventilation, type of work, exposure and access issues, rescue



Some confined spaces are in more unusual places than most 
industries and can be working near or on water.



An example of where the ACOP applies, 
Under the Regulations a ‘Confined Space’ must have both of the 
following defining features: 

(a) it must be a space which is substantially (though not always 
entirely) enclosed; and

(b) one or more of the specified risks must be present or 
reasonably foreseeable. So.....



How are you responsible under the ACOPs
Employers and the self-employed are ‘Duty Holders’ – With specific 
additional detail for people such as the ‘Competent Person’

Anyone involved or workers involvement  or consultation – are to gather 
that experience and information so it will help produce a safe system of 
work to create Rescue Plans, SOPs, RAMS as that experience is also vital to 
the history of the space, through record keeping as the space  may not have 
been open for months or even years.

Those workers carrying out the risk assessment must be competent to

To identify if a confined space has suitable access and egress, 

To identify ways of doing the work without such entry, so far as is reasonably 

practicable, which also may include costs 

Use all available relevant information, the history, previous issues, location

Rescue from the space and training specific to the spaces

Consider changing situations, weather, heat, type of work and COVID 19



We all love a flowchart, under the ACOP this flow chart is for 
establishing whether a space is ‘confined’ within the Regulations.

This flow chart can help you with 
the decision-making process. 

It describes the specified risks 

There must be at least one of 

these present or reasonably 

foreseeable to make any 

enclosed space a confined 

space within these 

Regulations



“Specified Risk” Means A Risk Of —

serious injury to any person at work arising from a fire or explosion; 

the loss of consciousness of any person at work arising from an increase 
in body temperature; 

the loss of consciousness or asphyxiation of any person at work arising 
from gas, fume, vapour or the lack of oxygen; 

the drowning of any person at work arising from an increase in the level 
of liquid; or 

the asphyxiation of any person at work arising from a free flowing solid 
or the inability to reach a respirable environment due to entrapment by a 
free flowing solid;

“system of work” includes the provision of suitable equipment which is in 
good working order.



Oxygen Deficiency-Specific Areas as by the ACOP,

The ACOP & Regulations talk about hypoxic atmospheres, either task or deliberately created by the 
workplace environment or the environments around it.

Hypoxic atmospheres - those in which the ambient oxygen level is lower than normal – may be 
specifically generated in some workplaces, particularly for fire prevention. Such atmospheres 
potentially present a health risk to workers who are required to enter the hypoxic space

Either by reducing oxygen or introducing another gas, such as nitrogen as an inert gas to take away 
flammability ranges, it also creates O2 deficiency and is extremely dangerous 

Fire suppression systems, again an inert gas that can create low oxygen environments in remote 
areas or other areas that are infrequently visited

Oxidation reduction in food storage.  Storage of carbon dioxide CO2 – Which would create a risk if 
discharged. Taking away the oxygen stops the ageing of the product, apples in vats.

What is it Oxidation, it is the Enemy,
Oxidation, a chain reaction that occurs in the presence of oxygen, it is responsible for the 
deterioration in the quality of food products, including off-flavors and off-odors creating gases 
organically . 

It is affected by processing, packaging and storing methods, as well as product ingredients.



The stages of lipid oxidation



Oxygen Deficiency-Specific Areas Mentioned
• Storage of gases used for fire suppression – Which would create a risk if 

discharged in a fire or other wise.

• Storage of wooden pellets for bio-fuel – Which can also produce carbon 
monoxide from burning and poor storage process

• Welding that may reduce oxygen as the burning consumes the air

• Biological or chemical processes that consume oxygen- – Fermentation during 
brewing – From vegetable products as mentioned before

• Steel turnings and swarf in major plants area

• Pipe freezing using liquid nitrogen – deliveries and in processes



What does L101 say with the measurement of O2

Gas detection that measure O2 work is in the 
range of  20.9(8)%v to 19.5%v

Why should we be aware,  
‘Any difference in oxygen content from 
normal should be investigated, the risk 
assessed, and appropriate measures taken in 
the light of the risk.’ 

Particular care must be taken in specifically 
reduced O2 atmospheres



Confined Space Hazard and those specific risks

Before we can decide if we have one or more of the reasonably foreseeable 
‘specified risks’ we have to identify the hazards. 

Hazards are identified during risk assessment and then we can control the risk, 
or ‘specified risk’

HAZARD  HAZARD & RISK & CONTROL WE APPLIED -ACOP



Don’t get confused, as a Confined Space is not necessarily.........

Enclosed on all sides – some, such as vats, silos 
and ships’ holds, may have open tops or sides 

Small and/or difficult to work in – some, like 
grain silos and ships’ holds, boilers can be very 
large



Understanding when it’s a confined space and when its not…

This is an area that always creates issue,

A good example is Diving regulations – as its not under the CS 
Regulations, but entry into chambers for pre or post diving 
setting up or maintenance is 

Ships  – CSR applies when shore-based workers are involved, 
putting the  duties of the confined space ACOP on the master 
and the shore-based employer

Offshore – CSR applies when installations are ‘stacked out’ in 
territorial waters and onshore workers are involved in 
maintenance etc.



Is your work-force suitable for the task in hand……….

Suitability for Work in Confined Spaces again can be difficult, 
and the employer must select those suitable for the task  and 
training is vital in this area 

The competent person assesses: - the suitability of a 
person for work in confined spaces

Checking that the person: - is a suitable build and strength 
for the constraints of the space

Considering other factors such as: – Claustrophobia –
Respiratory conditions  – Suitability for wearing breathing 
apparatus

Look at new technologies to the wearer and duration

Low, medium, high and ultra high risk confined 
space training.



Rescue, training, and suitability……….. 

Make suitable and sufficient arrangement- this may 
require outside rescue teams; it is a requirement in 
the ACOP and Regs to have rescue in place 

You should not rely on the public emergency 
services – they may be at another incident or 
remote from your site

Consider accidents from the specified risk –
absorption of gases by inhalation or other entries 
points

Accidents, such as a fall from height and trauma or 
an open wound



The conclusion 

The HSE and HSE NI have given us much greater clarity in deciding 
what a confined space is and how to decide.

Clarity on  the background of the confined space which may include , 
type, tasks and conditions, not just on the space to be worked in

Brings areas into consideration areas that were not there before such 
as fire suppression, food sectors ect,   

Better detail on the requirement for rescue  

Clear information on the content of training, particularly for rescue

Thank you for your time today
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