
PRESS RELEASE:

Technical advances should plug safety loophole

Michael Hare, Technical Director of PJ Hare and a member of BSI Committee MTEI/1 for metal forming machinery, has expressed concern that the European Standard EN 693, aimed at harmonising safety standards for hydraulic presses across the community, could open the door to the increased risk of serious injury on the shop floor. On the other hand he is hopeful that the drop in the relative cost of more sophisticated optical guards, and the productivity increases they can yield, will minimise this risk.

EN 693, and the corresponding standards for mechanical and pneumatic presses, are designed to implement the Machinery Directive but would appear to permit the use of two-hand control units in a manner that has hitherto been unacceptable in the UK – ie as the sole means of protection. Presses are of particular concern because they are categorised as ‘high risk’ machinery and there are over 50,000 in use in the UK. This situation has prompted the UK to submit a formal objection against the standard to the European Commission. The objection was considered at a meeting of the Commission’s Article 6.2 committee in December 2002. The committee acknowledged many of the arguments put forward by the UK and recognised that there were weaknesses in the standard. The Commission have instructed CEN [the European Committee for Standardisation] to make urgent amendments to clarify how two- hand controls can be safely applied on presses. 

The UK committee prepares to meet in April to consider proposals to amend the standard and minimise the impact from the use of two-hand controls. Hare, along with the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) and engineering bodies such as the EEF and MTA, and the CBI are still concerned that unless the ambiguity in the standard is removed it may encourage some manufacturers to adopt unsafe and inefficient working practices for the sake of short term savings.

On the risks, Michael Hare stated:

“The new standard is inadequate as it gives insufficient consideration to the safety of third parties. In conjunction with the HSE, the BSI committee is working towards convincing CEN that these risks are unacceptable and would significantly lower safety standards in the UK.”

Two-hand controls provide effective protection for press operators because they ensure that both the operator’s hands are clear of the danger zone during the hazardous part of the press cycle. However, the new standard is sufficiently vague to allow the use of such controls as the sole safeguard in situations where third parties, ie those working on, or in close proximity to the machine itself, remain exposed and unprotected.

Nick Hitchcott, an Inspector with HSE’s Engineering Sector and Chair of the BSI committee, added:

“The UK and some of our European colleagues can see scope for what is classed as ‘reasonably foreseeable misuse’ when two hand controls are provided as the only safeguarding at the operating position. There are far more effective and efficient ways to ensure safety at presses and the HSE will not encourage the use of these devices. The HSE, with the support of UK manufacturers, will continue to seek improvements to the EN standard and maintain high standards of safety in the UK.”

PJ Hare, as one of the UK’s largest manufacturers of hydraulic presses, has a long-established history of building machines with safety in mind from the concept stage. Its presses are designed to simultaneously optimise both production and safety. In many hand loaded applications lightscreen guards are favoured over other methods because they can yield substantial increases in productivity. The lightscreen can automatically initiate the press cycle as the operator’s hands are withdrawn from the danger area leaving them free for component handling as the press operates. This compares with a 2-hand control where the operator must hold both buttons depressed until the danger is over.

On the cost/benefits of light guard systems, Hare added:

“20 years ago a lightscreen was exotic and expensive. Today’s lightscreens exploit the latest technology to provide an equivalent product at a fraction of the price with much improved reliability and lower maintenance cost. The requirements for the rest of the control system are the same for a lightscreen as a 2-hand control. When the productivity improvements are taken in to account there is no question that a lightscreen will pay for itself quickly as well as safeguarding ALL shop floor personnel.”

Hugh Duffy, a consultant to the machinery industry, was, in his former role as international business development manager for light guard manufacturer Erwin Sick, responsible for advising overseas firms on meeting CE standards for presses imported into Europe. As such he feels that the new standard could open the door to less-safe machinery being imported into the UK, unless manufacturers are educated that such a route is false economy.

Duffy commented:

“Research on hydraulic and mechanical presses backs up the UK objection. For example, a major motor manufacturer in Germany found that the use of optical guards led to productivity increases of 60% compared with the use of two-hand controls. The manufacturer also stressed that the light guards improved safety for all personnel and provided a more comfortable environment for operators. This is just one example. Further research also backs up this claim.”

Michael Hare concluded:

“Our colleagues in Europe have a very real problem. They have huge numbers of existing presses safeguarded by 2-hand controls. If they accept our arguments they will come under strong pressure to upgrade or replace these machines at a very considerable cost. However, lowering safety standards in the UK is not an acceptable solution to their problem.”

The BSI-MTEI/1 committee will be meeting in late April to finalise the UK’s position on the matter. It is hoped that their final submission will convince CEN that the proposed standard needs to be tightened up.
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Notes for Editors:

PJ Hare is the UK’s leading manufacturer of hydraulic presses rated between 1.5 and 80 tons. Established in 1947 the company has sold over 15,000 presses worldwide. Michael Hare is Technical Director. Clients include Nissan, Honda, Autoliv and Borg-Warner.

22 March 2003

For further information and press enquiries please contact:

Mark Hull, PJ Hare Limited, Wrington, Bristol, BS40 5NL

Tel: +44 (0) 1934 862608 Fax: +44 (0) 1934 863126 E-mail: mark.hull@harepress.co.uk

PJ Hare requests that charges are not requested for colour separation. Thank you.

…continues

Page 3 of 1

