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CASE STUDY
DANIEL KEMP

New technology and old buildings 
often don’t mix well. It can be 
difficult to install state-of-the-art 
equipment into a listed building 
while maintaining its heritage, 
particularly in terms of aesthetics.

The Royal College of Art 
encountered this problem when it 
looked to update the working at 
height safety systems on its Grade 
II-listed building in Kensington 
Gore, London.

Heightsafe Systems, a company 
specialising in fall protection 
systems, was employed to carry 
out the work, which mainly 

The height of safety 
The Royal College of Art has upgraded its working at height safety systems – 
and the Grade II-listed building has some unusual requirements

“This kind of 
building often  
has really unusual 
requirements, and 
their working at 
height requirements 
weren’t considered 
when they were 
being built”
MARK WEAVER, HEIGHTSAFE

involved installing guardrails and 
safety lines for work on solar 
panels and gutters, as well as 
other general maintenance work. 

“We worked on different 
sections of the roof, prioritising 
the most urgent first,” says 
Heightsafe project manager Mark 
Weaver. 

It was the guardrails that posed 
the main challenge. “The rails 
obviously have an aesthetic effect, 
and the client knew that they 
couldn’t just stick something up 
that would have a visual impact,” 
explains Mr Weaver.

Heightsafe specialises in 
working on old buildings such as 
the RCA and used its expertise to 

solve the problem. The  
firm used its Folding 
Guardrail, which is 
freestanding and 
designed to fold 
down when not in 
use – ensuring it is 
out of sight unless 
someone is working 
at height.

An ultra-strong 
hinged bracket allows the 
system to fold back on itself, 
with 20 kg weights used as 
stabilising counterweights every  
5 m along the rail.

“They are slightly more 
expensive than the standard  
rails, but they have their place on 
older retrofit projects, especially 
listed buildings like this,” says  
Mr Weaver.

An added bonus is that, as the 
rails are freestanding, no 
planning permission is needed.

“This avoids the potentially 
long-winded process of getting 
that permission,” says Mr Weaver.

Unusual requirements
Creating safe working at height 
options is much more challenging 
for old – and particularly listed –
buildings compared with adding 
them into new-builds. 

“This kind of 
building often has 

really unusual 
requirements, and the 

working at height 
requirements weren’t considered 
when they were being built,” he 
says. “New commercial buildings, 
like warehouses for example, are 
really straightforward.”

The central London site, on the 
southern edge of Hyde Park, also 
posed problems.

“The logistics of the project 
were difficult,” says Mr Weaver.  
“It was a busy live site, next to a 
road, with students still using  
the college underneath. It 
required a lot of planning and 
detailed risk assessments, and 
getting the equipment up to the 
roof was hard.”

But not all new buildings have 
straightforward working at 
height solutions. Heightsafe has 
recently worked on the 
Co-operative Group’s new head 

Working at height

20 kg
Weight of stabilising 
counterweights used 

with the folding 
guardrail

office in Manchester, where the 
building’s steel frame required 
bespoke guardrails to be made 
that could be installed directly 
onto the steel.

“The rails had to go to an 
independent body to be tested as 
they were designed specifically for 
this building,” says Mr Weaver. 
“We ended up providing 600 m of 
rail, a big order for a company of 
our size.”

Mr Weaver believes that 
projects such as these two 
demonstrate that working at 
height can still be carried out 
safely even on buildings with 
unique requirements.

New scaffolding 
guidelines aim to 
raise standards 

GUIDELINES
ROBIN JAMES

The NASC has unveiled details  
of the forthcoming TG20:13 
scaffolding industry standard 
technical guidelines,  developed in 
conjunction with technical 
software company CADS. 

The new guidelines have been 
endorsed by the UKCG, HSE and 
CITB. We hope principal 
contractors will use the guidelines 
as a minimum requirement. 

The objective of TG20 is to 
provide guidance for everyone in 
the wider construction industry; 
we see it as a vital part of 
improving standards of all 
scaffolding.

The NASC’s TG20:13, which will 
launch in the autumn, includes 
three new sections: 
n A 250-page management guide 
with illustrations which covers a 
wide range of everyday scaffolds.  
The guide provides practical 
guidance for common types of 
scaffolding supported by detailed 

structural research and 
calculations. 

Guidance is provided for 
independent scaffolding (2 m  
and 3 m lifts), interior birdcages, 
chimney stack scaffolds, loading 
bays, ladder-access towers, free-
standing towers, lift shaft towers 
and putlog scaffolding. 

The guide includes leg loads for 
all the scaffolds covered in the 
guide.
n A design guide for engineers 
and designers. Guidance for 
engineers from TG20:08 volumes 
one and two has been combined 
and updated into the TG20:13 
design guide. It also includes a 
design standard for prefabricated 
(readylock) transoms. 
n An electronic e-guide which 
serves as a digital pocket reference 
guide, allowing the user to check 
hundreds of different scaffolds for 
compliance, without the need for 
additional design work. 

Further improvements of 
TG20:13 compared with TG20:08 
technical guidelines include: 
n New technical guidance notes 
for scaffolding designers, 
including more types of scaffolds 
that will be exempt from further 
design, including loading bays, 
ladder towers, interior birdcages, 

feature safe heights, tie duties, bay 
lengths, transom spacing, location 
and other vital criteria.
n A simplified wind map system, 
with an automatic wind 
calculator. The e-guide 
automatically calculates your 
current location, height above sea 
level and wind speed on site. 
n The new e-guide will include 
safe height results, including 
those with add-ons and 
readylock transoms, calculations 
have been added for scaffolds 
with doubled standards and a 
new option has been provided to 
reduce the tie duty by providing 
more ties.

The NASC has invested heavily 
into the research and development 
of TG20:13 and aims to resolve 
some of the areas of TG20:08 that 
do not match practice. 

We hope the TG20:13 e-guide 
will be a useful tool for site 
managers, safety consultants and 
any site with scaffolding to 
provide a reference point for the 
safety and compliance of scaffolds. 

The new TG20:13 will be 
launched by the NASC this 
autumn.

Robin James is managing director  
of the NASC
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH

The folding guardrails at  
the Royal College of Art 


