
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                                                                                          

 

 

 

 

A Permit To Work or PTW system is a formal written system used to control certain types of 

work which are identified as potentially hazardous. It is also a means of communication between 

site/installation management, plant supervisors and operations and those who carry out the work. 

Essential features of P.T.W system are : 

• Clear identification of who may authorize particular jobs (and any limits to their authority) and who is responsible for 

specifying the necessary precautions. 

• Training and instruction in the issue and use of permission. 

• Monitoring and auditing to ensure that the system works as indented. 

The terms “P.T.W”, permit or work permit refer to the certificate or form which is used as part of an overall system of work and which 

has been devised by a company to meet its specific needs. 

A P.T.W system aims to ensure that proper planning and consideration is given to the risks of a particular job. The permit is a written 

document which authorized certain people to carry out specific work, at a certain time and place and which set out the main 

precautions needed to complete the job safely. 

 

The objectives and functions of such a system can be summarized: 

 Ensuring the proper authorization of designated work. This may be work of certain types, or work of any type within 

designated area, other than normal operations. 

 Specifying the precautions to be taken including safe isolation from potential risks such as hazardous substances and energy 

sources. 

 Ensuring that the person in-charge of a unit, plant or installation is aware of all the work being done there. 

 Providing not only a system of continuous control but also a record showing that the nature of the work and the precautions 

needed have been checked by an appropriate person or people. 

 Providing for the suitable display of permits. 

 Providing a procedure for times when work has to be suspended i.e. stopped for a period before it is complete. 

 Providing for the procedures or arrangements for work activities that may interact with or affect any of these activities. 

 Providing a formal hand-over procedure for use when a permit is issued for a period longer than one shift or when permit 

signatories change. 

 Providing a formal hand –back procedure to ensure that any part of the plant affected by the work is in a safe condition and 

ready for reinstatement. 

 

 

A permit-to-work system is also a means of communication between site/installation management, plant supervisors and operators and 

those who carry out the hazardous work. Essential features of permit-to-work systems are: 

 clear identification of who may authorise particular jobs (and any limits to their authority) and who is responsible for specifying 

the necessary precautions; 

 training and instruction in the issue, use and closure of permits; 

 monitoring and auditing to ensure that the system works as intended; 

 clear identification of the types of work considered hazardous; 

 clear and standardized identification of tasks, risk assessments, permitted task duration and supplemental or simultaneous 

activity and control measures. 

 A permit-to-work system is an integral part of a safe system of work  

 

A permit-to-work is not simply permission to carry out a dangerous job. It is an essential part of a system which determines how that 

job can be carried out safely, and helps communicate this to those doing the job. It should not be regarded as an easy way to eliminate 

hazard or reduce risk. The issue of a permit does not, by itself, make a job safe - that can only be achieved by those preparing for the 

work, those supervising the work and those carrying it out. In addition to the permit-to-work system, other precautions may need to be 

taken - e.g. process or electrical isolation, or access barriers - and these will need to be identified in task risk assessments before any 

work is undertaken.  

 

 



 

 

The permit-to-work system should ensure that authorized and competent people have thought about foreseeable risks and those risks 

are avoided by using suitable precautions. Those carrying out the job should think about and understand what they are doing to carry 

out their work safely, and take the necessary precautions for which they have been trained and made responsible. 

 

The terms ‘permit-to-work’, ‘permit’ or ‘work permit’ refer to the paper or electronic certificate or form which is used as part of an overall 

system of work, and which has been devised by a company to meet its specific needs. 

 A permit-to-work system aims to ensure that proper consideration is given to the risks of a particular job or simultaneous 

activities at site. Whether it is manually or electronically generated, the permit is a detailed document which authorises certain 

people to carry out specific work at a specific site at a certain time, and which sets out the main precautions needed to 

complete the job safely.  

 The objectives and functions of such a system can be summarised as: ensuring the proper authorisation of designated work. 

This may be work of certain types, or work of any type within certain designated areas other than normal operations; 

 making clear to people carrying out the work the exact identity, nature and extent of the job and the hazards involved, and any 

limitations on the extent of the work and the time during which the job may be carried out; specific precautions to be taken, 

including safe isolation from potential risks such as hazardous substances, electricity and other energy forms 

o ensuring that the person in direct charge of a unit, plant or installation is aware of all hazardous work being done there; 

o providing not only a system of continuous control, but also a record showing that the nature of the work and the 

precautions needed have been checked by an appropriate person or people; 

o providing for the suitable display of permits ; 

o providing a procedure for times when work has to be suspended, ie stopped for a period before it is complete; 

o providing for the control of work activities that may interact or affect one another; 

o providing a formal handover procedure for use when a permit is issued for a period longer than one shift; 

o providing a formal hand-back procedure to ensure that the part of the plant affected by the work is in a safe condition 

and ready for reinstatement ; 

o providing a process for change, including the evaluation of change on other planned activity, a determination of when 

hazards need to be reassessed, and a means for controlled communication of change. 

 

 

Examples of types of job where additional permits or certificates should be considered: 

o work of any type where heat is used or generated (e.g. by welding, flame cutting, grinding etc); 

o work which may generate sparks or other sources of ignition; 

o work which may involve breaking containment of a flammable, toxic or other dangerous substance and/or pressure 

system; 

o work on high voltage electrical equipment or other work on electrical equipment which may give rise to danger; 

o entry and work within tanks and other confined spaces; 

o work involving the use of hazardous/dangerous substances, including radioactive materials and explosives; 

o diving, including onshore operations near water; 

o pressure testing; 

o work affecting evacuation, escape or rescue systems;  

o work involving temporary equipment, e.g. generators, welding equipment etc; 

o work at height; 

o any operation which requires additional precautions or personal protective  

equipment (PPE) to be in place; 

 
 

Essentials of permit-to-work systems 
 

Display 
Copies of a permit-to-work should be clearly displayed: 

o at the work site, or in a recognised location near to the work site. (If this is not practicable, e.g. when a job is carried out in a 

number of locations, then the permit should be kept on the performing authority); and 

o in the central or main control or permit co-ordination room, with additional copies at any local control rooms; 

o In addition, a copy of the permit should be kept with the issuing authority or with the area authority if that person is  

not located at the worksite or control room. 

o any other potentially high-risk operation. 

 



 

Suspension 

o Work may sometimes have to be suspended, for example: 

o if there is a general alarm; 

o for operational reasons, eg when the permit is for hot work and process fluid or gas sampling must be carried out at the same 

time, with the possibility of a release of a dangerous substance; 

o while waiting for spares; 

o there is a change to the nature or scope of the work; 
 

where there is conflict with another scope of work. It is important to remember that a suspended permit remains live until it is 

cancelled. This means that there may still be active isolations under a suspended permit. 
 

Suspended permits should be kept on the permit recording system. The work should not be restarted until the issuing authority (see 

paragraph 29) has verified that it is safe to do so, and has revalidated the permit or issued a new permit. If work is left under a suspended 

permit, integrity of safety systems or the security of any isolation that has been made is important, and the plant should not be assumed 

to be safe for normal or other use. 

 

In other cases the permit may be cancelled, so that as far as the permit-to-work system is concerned, the suspended job is treated as if it 

were new work when it is restarted. This may be the best option if the suspension of work is indefinite and the plant can be brought to a 

safe condition 

Permit interaction 

It is important to make sure that one activity under a permit-to-work does not create danger for another, even if the other work does not 

require a permit-to-work. Those involved with the issue of permits-to-work should be aware of potential interaction, and should ensure 

that when a permit is prepared, the work to be carried out takes account of other activity currently planned or underway.  

Close liaison , in this case , will be necessary, for example through cross-referencing on the permit, the task risk assessment or in the work 

pack. Again, interacting activities may make special demands upon isolation procedures if isolation is common to more than one job, and 

isolations should be clearly detailed on the permit or a supporting cross-referenced isolation certificate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When are P.T.W systems applicable 

Permits to work should be considered 

whenever it is intended to carry out any 
work which may adversely affect the 
safety of personnel, the environment to 

the plant. 
They are normally considered to be more 
appropriate to non-routine activities 

which may require some form of JSA 
prior to work commencing. 
There will, however, be activities closely 

related to plant operations where P.T.W 
systems will be required. Maintenance 

work carried out by plant operations, for 
instance, should be subject to P.T.W 
procedure. 

It is also advisable to use a P.T.W system 
when two or more individuals or groups 
or people, perhaps from different trades 

or different contractors, need to co-
ordinate their activities to ensure that 

their 

Handover 

If work is carried over to another shift, eg the job takes longer then expected, then a 

shift handover procedure should be in place. This handover procedure should ensure 

that the incoming shift is aware of any outstanding permit-controlled jobs, the status 

of those jobs, and the status of the plant. Work-in-progress should be left in a 

condition that can be reliably communicated to, and understood by, the oncoming 

shift. A permit log, permit file or display boards are ways of recording ongoing 

permits. It is essential that there is good communication between incoming and 

outgoing issuing and performing authorities and it is recommended that the 

incoming issuing authority signs to allow the continuation of a permit. 

 The hand-back procedure should include obtaining answers to the 

following questions: 

▪ Has the work been completed? This should be confirmed by the 

performing authority, ie the person to whom the permit was issued.  
▪ Has the plant or equipment been returned to a safe condition, in 

particular by removing isolations? Has this been verified by the person 

responsible for signing off the permit (ie issuing or area authority)?  
▪ Has the person in control of operational activities acknowledged on the 

permit that the plant or equipment has been returned to the control of 

the production staff? 
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  Case study....... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For a permit-to-work system to function properly it must be managed so 

that personnel within the system are competent and that responsibility is 

taken for its management. This case study shows how management 

failings can lead to serious incidents even where a permit has been 

issued. Clearly understood responsibilities and adequate training 

(described later in this guidance) are essential. 

Two men employed by a contractor died as a result of an explosion and 

fire in a horizontal brace in a semi-submersible oil exploration rig while it 

was undergoing repair at dock in Dundee. The rig operator’s permit-to-

work system was being used at the time of the incident. The explosion 

was caused by leaks from a propane hose which the contractors were 

using for welding and cutting. A fatal accident inquiry was held, at which 

the sheriff identified a number of failings which could have been put right 

by reasonable precautions and could have prevented the accident.4 The 

failures relating to the operation of the permit-to-work system were 

found to be; 

 Inadequate training; 

o and poor instruction for the tradesmen and labourers working 

for the ––contractor in the braces on their roles under the rig 

operator’s permit-to-work system;  

o for the contractor’s management and workforce and those 

responsible for ––the operation of the permit-to-work system 

employed by the rig operator, who did not properly understand 

the system and had not made appropriate provision for its 

effective operation; 

o for the deputy offshore installation manager (OIM) in the 

operation of the ––permit-to-work system;  

o for the general foremen employed by the contractor, who had 

not been ––properly instructed in their functions within the 

permit-to-work system. 

 Incompetent management: 

o the operator had not properly considered the competence of 

the OIM, given ––his complete lack of understanding of the 

critical importance of a permit-to-work system, and had not 

provided him with any support in overseeing the repair work 

being carried out; 

o the OIM had failed to operate the permit-to-work system 

properly, work sites ––had not been inspected, he was not 

properly aware of the nature of the work being carried out, he 

had not determined what precautions were necessary, that they 

were in place and that workers were adequately trained to use 

them. 

 Poor working practices: 

o certificates and permits issued under the permit-to-work system 

had not ––been adequately completed and the necessary 

precautions had not been implemented; 

o the certificates and permits issued under the system were not 

displayed at ––the work sites. 

 Inadequate communication: 

o neither the rig operator nor the contractor had, at the 

appropriate ––management level, established a system for 

adequate communication between the two companies on safety 

issues arising in the course of the work, and had not determined 

who would be responsible for matters such as supervision of the 

permit-to-work system and the implementation of precautions 

identified in the risk assessments. 

 

 
 

On Piper Alpha suspended permits  

were kept in the safety office, NOT  

in the control room, as it was claimed there was not 

enough room. A lead production operator could be 

aware of a permit-to-work if it was one of the 

permits which came to him for suspension in the 45 

minutes before he officially came on shift. However, 

it would be completely unknown to him if it had 

been suspended days before, or earlier on the same 

day before he arrived in the control room for the 

handover. The correlation of suspended and active 

permits was made more difficult by the fact that in 

the safety office, suspended permits were filed 

according to trade involved rather than location. 

This made it difficult for any supervisor to readily 

check which equipment was isolated for 

maintenance. 

It was also found that there were often large numbers 

of suspended permits, some of which had been 

suspended for months e.g. in February 1998, five 

months before the disaster, 124 permits-to-work were 

found to be outstanding. This added to the difficulty 

of checking which equipment was undergoing 

maintenance. 

 

 

Suggested colours for different Permits 

Type of PERMIT Suggested Colour 

Hot Work Red-edged or red 

Cold Work Blue-edged or blue 

Confined Space entry Green-edged or green 

Equipment disjointing certificate 

/ breaking containment permit 

Black-edged 

Isolation Permit White 

High Voltage Electrical Isolation 

Permit 

Yellow-edged or yellow 

Sanction To Test White 

Excavation Permit White 

Diving Permit White(or relevant colour 

as agreed ) 
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How does Permit To Work Looks 
 

General advice on the design of a permit is given below. Factors to consider include: 

 keep sentences short and simple; 

 clearly state who does what and when;  

 use colour-coding (e.g. to illustrate individual roles);  

 use the present tense and the active voice;  

 do not use text fonts smaller than 8 point;  

 place items on the permit in the order they  

     are performed;  

 make cross-referencing easy – keep related information 

     together;  

 make use of open space in the text – avoid ‘clutter’;  

 use UPPER CASE sparingly for emphasis;  

 leave enough room for descriptions (eg to list area  

     involved, hazards and precautions), specifying the level 

    of detail required;  

 provide actual quantitative values and limits (eg don’t 

    just say ‘must not exceed a critical level’). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

1  Permit title 

 

2   Permit reference number  

Reference to other relevant permits or 

isolation certificates 

3  Job location 

4  Plant identification 

5  Description of work to be done and its limitations 

6  Hazard identification – including residual hazards and hazards associated with 

the work 

7  Precautions necessary and actions in the event of an emergency – people who 

carried out precautions, eg isolating authority, should sign that precautions have 

been taken 

8  Protective equipment (including PPE) 

9  Issue – signature (issuing authority) confirming that isolations have been made 

and precautions taken, except where these can only be taken during the work. 

Date and time duration of permit. In the case of high hazard work a further 

signature from the permit authoriser will be needed 

10  Acceptance – signature confirming understanding of work to be done, hazards 

involved and precautions required. Also confirming permit information has been 

explained to all permit users 

11  Extension/shift handover procedures – signatures confirming checks made that 

plant remains safe to be worked upon, and new performing authorities and permit 

users made fully aware of hazards/precautions. New expiry time given 

12  Hand-back – signed by performing authority certifying work completed. Signed 

by issuing authority certifying work completed and plant ready for testing and 

recommissioning 

13  Cancellation – certifying work tested and plant satisfactorily recommissioned 
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