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Forklifts are constantly in motion, playing a significant role in the world of 
commerce. With that notion, keeping safety top of mind is critical in 
material handling.   

Almost 100,000 accidents happen each year around forklifts. While even 
one injury or incident resulting from the misuse of forklifts is too many, 
there are tools and methods that can help create a safe environment and 
help avoid future occurrences. Some contributing factors to watch out for 
in helping to prevent accidents are workspace layout and design, 
inadequate training and improper maintenance. It’s essential to 
incorporate the right safety techniques in these key areas.  

WORKSPACE LAYOUT AND DESIGN 

Best practices in warehouse/pedestrian safety begin with the design of the workspace and understanding what the 
material flow and its frequency and volume is intended to be. A poorly designed material flow and aisle layout can 
be main contributors to forklift accidents. 

If a facility is operating multiple forklifts, whether it be the same model or different classes of trucks, make sure the 
design is built out effectively. Fleet managers may need to segregate the forklifts, so they are not traveling where 
they don’t belong. The workplace should be very organized and visually easy to manage. This can help contribute to 
a safer work environment.  

The design also needs to take into consideration the model of the truck in operation. Many trucks are not applicable 
for a particular environment. For instance, a class IV or V truck is just too big for a narrow aisle, and its turning radius 
may not be appropriate for an area designed for a class II vehicle. It’s important to identify the right type of forklift(s) 
for a specific workspace need. 

OPERATOR TRAINING 

Under current laws and regulations, employers are required to train and evaluate forklift operators. Operator 
training typically begins in the classroom to understand the safety principles and the fundamentals of forklift 
operation and maintenance. 

After educational training is complete, operators are then directed to a hands-on/practical interaction with the 
forklift, where they are placed into a safe environment for evaluation. It’s typically best practice to place the operator 
in an environment that is similar to what they would be doing, so they can be evaluated effectively. Employers are 
ultimately required to evaluate the operator’s performance in the workplace. 

Retraining is also important for operators who have been in the field for a long time and is required at least once 
every three years. Many operators who have been in the business for a long time are noticing that a lot has changed 
over the years, especially related to technology. The skill set is changing as technology becomes more advanced. All 
drivers can benefit from a refresher training course. 

In addition, service technicians should have not only proper operating training but also proper technical training. 
This gives them the expertise needed to understand the proper operation, location and function of the safety 
features designed into the equipment and how to properly troubleshoot, diagnose and repair the truck safely. 

https://www.oshasafetymanagement.com/blog/understanding-preventing-safety-issues-industrial-forklifts/
https://www.oshasafetymanagement.com/blog/understanding-preventing-safety-issues-industrial-forklifts/
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PROPER MAINTENANCE 

Regulation requires that every forklift is inspected each day before it is put into 
operation, which is a very important step. All facilities should have a comprehensive 
inspection checklist for each operator before the start of the shift. Completing this 
step fully can be challenging if a company has multiple drivers sharing a forklift 
throughout the workday. If something is identified that can affect forklift safety, it 
should be reported immediately, and the forklift should not be placed into service until 
it has been inspected and repaired. The same applies if the issue is found during the 
shift. 

While paper systems are still heavily used, there has been a move towards robust technology such as MLA 
FleetControl that electronically ties the operator to the forklift. These types of systems can also track when the 
inspection checklist has been completed.  

While daily checklists are required, it’s also important to implement a routine maintenance program. There are some 
potential serious consequences to safety if critical safety equipment or systems, like brakes or hydraulics, were to 
fail. Scheduled, preventive maintenance is not just a matter of replacing filters and oil, it includes checking key safety 
points like brakes, steering, emergency shut-off features and hydraulic systems. It’s crucial to employ trained and 
certified technicians to inspect and maintain the forklifts. The biggest factors are performing equipped to service the 
machines. 

There are other risks that can contribute to diminished safety. Operators should always maintain control of the 
forklift and avoid turning with an elevated load. Excessive traveling speed can also have a negative effect on safety. 
Speed can be regulated with different controls on the forklift. What’s important is that each company should 
evaluate its own situation and set speed limits that make sense for its operators and the workspace environment.  

There’s no doubt that over the years forklift technological advancements have helped improve safety, and OEMs are 
offering more features and options to help mitigate hazards in the workplace. Safety lighting such as blue spotlights 
and/or red zone lights being added to the equipment are relatively inexpensive while being very effective. Both types 
of lights can help pedestrians and others in the area where forklifts are working be more aware that a forklift is near 
them and to stay alert. 

Telematics can help monitor and record driver behaviour and results and can also track collisions, speed and location. 
This type of data is used to give proper feedback to employers and drivers, so they’re able to use it to modify 
behaviour. Data can also shed light on the warehouse itself and whether or not improvements to the design and 
layout should be made. Other technological features like object detection sensors and cameras are also becoming 
more prevalent to help supplement the operator’s direct visibility. The beeping sound emerging from the object 
detection system helps communicate to the operator and identify objects in the travel path. 

It’s important to note that there are ways to help create a safe environment every day. Fleet managers should work 

together with the local forklift dealer to help determine what’s best for them when it comes to the workplace 

environment and their application, the types of forklifts they’ll use each day and what the material flow will be, what 

they can do to improve maintenance and whether or not they should use in-house training to get their operators in 

the field quicker. 

For further information about how to improve safety around forklifts, contact MLA on 1300 000 652 or 

www.mlaholdings.com.au. Information for this article was sourced from www.mhlnews.com.  
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