
TOOLBOX TALK
L-06  ·  Working Near Power on a Ladder

T O P I C  N O .

L-06
D U R A T I O N

10 to 15 min
A U D I E N C E

All Crew

O S H A  /  R E G U L A T O R Y  R E F E R E N C E

29 CFR 1926.1053(b)(12) (Nonconductive Siderails)  ·  29 CFR 1926.416(a)(1) (Protection of Employees)  ·  
29 CFR 1910.333(c)(3) (Working On or Near Energized Parts)  ·  29 CFR 1926.1408 Table A  ·  29 CFR 
1926.417 (Lockout/Tagout)

P R O J E C T  /  J O B S I T E D A T E P R E S E N T E D  B Y

01  THE LADDER BECOMES THE WIRE
An aluminum ladder is a copper rod with you standing on it.

S T A R T  H E R E

YOU WOULDN’T GRIP A METAL ROD AND TOUCH IT TO A LIVE 
LINE.
So why grab an aluminum ladder, lean it against the side of a building, and reach for the gutter 
two feet from the service drop? Once a metal ladder bridges you and an energized line, the 
ladder becomes the wire. The line does not need to be touched. At higher voltages the current 
can jump several feet through the air. Once it finds a path through your chest, the heart stops.

02  WHY A LADDER IS DIFFERENT
Three things turn a near miss into a fatality.

A ladder is tall, vertical, and (if metal) a near-perfect path from a power line to the ground. You’re 
standing on it, gripping it. And the line does not have to be touched: at higher voltages, the current arcs 
through the air. Electrocution accounts for roughly 1 in 12 construction-worker deaths every year, and 
contact through ladders, tools, and equipment is the most common pattern. As little as 50 to 100 
milliamps through the chest can stop a heart. A standard 120-volt circuit carries 15 to 20 amps, 
hundreds of times what is needed to kill.

03  MATERIAL MATTERS
The rail material decides whether the ladder is a tool or a weapon.



  ✓ U S E  N E A R  P O W E R   ✗ D O  N O T  U S E  N E A R  P O W E R

Fiberglass or fiber-reinforced plastic side rails. 
The rails do not normally conduct electricity. 
Best choice for any work near energized lines 
or equipment.

Aluminum side rails. Aluminum is a high-grade 
conductor. Never near exposed energized 
lines or equipment. 29 CFR 1926.1053(b)(12).

Wood ladders that are dry, clean, and well 
maintained. Wood does not normally conduct 
when dry.

Wood ladders that are wet, waterlogged, 
painted, or contaminated with mud, paint, or 
saltwater. Wet wood conducts.

Ladders labeled non-conductive by the 
manufacturer, with intact rail surfaces and no 
metal hardware bridging from rail to rail at 
climbing height.

Steel ladders, metal extension poles, or any 
ladder with conductive coatings, foil tape, or 
wire wraps on the rails.

04  THE DISTANCE RULES
Voltage decides the gap. Always assume the line is energized.

10 FT
U P  T O  5 0  K V

The minimum clearance between the ladder, your body, your tools, your 
materials, and any overhead line up to 50 kV. Service drops to most 
homes and small commercial buildings are under 50 kV.

Floor for unqualified workers per 29 CFR 1910.333(c)(3) and Table A of 
29 CFR 1926.1408.

15 FT
O V E R  5 0  T O  2 0 0 

K V

Distribution lines on poles between substations and neighborhoods are 
commonly in this range. Larger industrial feeders sit here too.

Table A of 29 CFR 1926.1408.

20 FT
O V E R  2 0 0  T O  3 5 0 

K V

High-voltage transmission lines on lattice towers and tall poles. If the 
line is on big steel towers, assume you are in this range or higher.

Table A of 29 CFR 1926.1408.

50 FT
O V E R  3 5 0  K V

Long-distance transmission. If you cannot identify the line’s voltage, the 
safe default is 50 feet until the utility confirms otherwise.

29 CFR 1926.1409.



05  SETUP RULES NEAR POWER
Four checks before any ladder goes up near a line.

S T E P

1
ASSESS THE OVERHEAD

Before any ladder leaves the truck, walk the work area and look up. Map every 
overhead line, service drop, weatherhead, drip loop, and exposed conductor. 
Note where lines run along the building face. Assume every line is energized 
until the utility confirms otherwise. 29 CFR 1926.1408(g)(1)(ii).

S T E P

2

PICK THE RAIL FOR THE WORK

Fiberglass rails for any work where the ladder, you, or what you are handling 
could come within the safe distance of an exposed energized line or piece of 
equipment. That includes wiring fixtures, drilling near walls with hidden wiring, 
changing bulbs in live fixtures, and gutter or trim work near service drops. 29 
CFR 1926.1053(b)(12).

S T E P

3
SET WHERE A FALL CAN’T  REACH

Position the ladder so a side fall, a slip, or a sudden gust cannot bring the 
ladder, your body, or your hand into the safe-distance zone. The setup angle 
plus the ladder’s height determines the swing radius if it tips. If a fall could 
reach the line, move the ladder.

S T E P

4
WATCH WHAT YOU’RE HOLDING

Long metal trim, gutter, conduit, semi-rigid cable, and aluminum extension 
poles all extend your reach. A 15-foot separation with a 20-foot painting pole is 
not 15 feet, it is negative 5. If anything in your hands could touch the line at any 
angle, the ladder gets repositioned before the work continues.

06  WHEN YOU CAN’T STAY CLEAR
Engineering controls. Not “be careful.”

  ⚠ D O N ’ T  D E C I D E  T O  “ B E  C A R E F U L ”  I N S T E A D

If the work cannot be done outside the safe distance, the work does not start until something 
physical changes. Lock-out/tag-out the circuit per 29 CFR 1926.417. Have the utility de-energize 
and visibly ground the line. Have insulators or line covers installed. Move the work. Reschedule. 
“Be careful” is what gets people killed. “De-energized and grounded” is what keeps them alive. 
Power lines are presumed energized until the utility owner confirms otherwise. 29 CFR 
1926.1408(g)(1)(ii).



07  WHY IT MATTERS
What the right ladder near power actually buys you.

[ J O B S I T E ]

Electrocution citations under 29 
CFR 1926.416 carry serious-
violation penalties up to $16,550 
per instance, willful up to 
$165,514. Fiberglass costs 
about 30% more than aluminum 
and pays for itself the first time it 
doesn’t kill anybody.

[ I N D I V I D U A L ]

Electrocution is the construction 
Fatal Four #3, around 86 deaths 
in 2023 alone. Most of those 
involved contact through 
equipment: ladders, tools, 
scaffold. The fiberglass rail is 
the single cheapest line of 
defense between you and the 
line.

[ H O M E ]

Same physics at home. The 
aluminum ladder against the 
gutter, the service drop two feet 
away, the metal trim in your 
hand. People die in their own 
driveways every year cleaning 
gutters. Same rules apply on the 
front lawn.

08  TODAY’S DRILL
Walk this site, identify the lines, audit the ladders.

T O D A Y ’ S  D R I L L

MAP THE LINES, AUDIT THE LADDERS

1. Walk the perimeter of the work area as a crew. Point to and call out every overhead line, 
service drop, weatherhead, drip loop, and exposed conductor visible from the ground.

2. For each one: do we know the voltage, or does it default to the highest reasonable 
estimate? If we don’t know, the ladder rule defaults to the larger clearance.

3. Inventory every portable ladder on this jobsite. Aluminum? Fiberglass? Wood? Wet wood? 
Mark every aluminum ladder with tape so it does not get used near power by mistake.

4. Identify any task scheduled this shift that puts a worker, ladder, or material within the safe-
distance zone of an energized line.

5. For each one: is there a non-conductive ladder available? If not, who calls the utility, and 
when does that call get made?

6. If the work cannot be done outside the safe distance and the line cannot be de-energized 
today, the task gets rescheduled, not improvised.

09  CREW DISCUSSION
Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

01.  How many aluminum ladders are on this site right now? Which crews use them, and which tasks 
could they end up on this week that’d put them near a service drop, weatherhead, or panel?

02.  If a worker spotted a 7-foot clearance to a service drop on the gutter job tomorrow, who do they 
tell, who calls the utility, and what happens to the schedule? Walk us through the actual sequence.

03.  Has anyone here ever climbed a ladder and felt a tingle, smelled ozone, or seen a spark anywhere 
on the rails? What did you do, and what do you wish you’d done?



ATTENDANCE & SIGN-OFF
By signing below I confirm I attended this toolbox talk, understood the content, and had the opportunity to ask 
questions.

N A M E  ( P R I N T ) S I G N A T U R E

S U P E R V I S O R  S I G N A T U R E D A T E



R E A D Y  T O  D I G I T I Z E  Y O U R  T O O L B O X  T A L K S ?
Stop chasing paper sign-offs. Run sign-offs, attendance, and OSHA-aligned content from one 

app.

Book a demo on  skillsignal.com


