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Limiting Tower 
Crane Operator Fatigue

By Mike Hundley

W 
hen operators sit in a tower crane cab for 16 hours 

a day, a lot may go through their minds—and the 

longer they sit there, the more distracted they may 

become. Combine that with the constant radio chat-

ter and directions given by the signalperson, and operators will no 

doubt become mentally tired and fatigued.

 Dennis Kenna, president of Heede Southeast, and I began to 

study the habits of our tower crane operators. When contractors 

were allowed to work the operators double-time—80 or 90 hours 

a week—we began to notice that they became mentally strained 

after sitting in the cab for as little as 65 hours per week. Although 

they were not physically tired because they had been sitting all day, 

this mental weariness affected our operators’ levels of alertness, 

leading them to make mistakes in the seat. Although no accidents 

occurred, the potential safety hazards were enough for our com-

pany to implement a 72-hour in-the-seat policy, which limits the 

time our in-house operators can spend in the tower crane.

The positive effects of tracking time
 Keeping track of the time spent in the seat is fairly simple. Every 

week, the jobsite superintendent has to review and approve the 

operator’s timesheet. When the supervisor scans in and emails  

the timesheet, Heede’s safety department records the hours for 

the week. Our operators know that if they are working more than 

72 hours or getting close to meeting the cap, I will put in a relief 

operator for a day or two while they rest.

 While we were not sure what type of reaction to expect from 

our operators when we implemented the 72-hour seat policy a 

year and a half ago, we have seen a tremendous change in their 

attitudes. They have called and thanked us for putting this policy 

in place because contractors can no longer work them as long as 

they want. Site superintendents also have found that the opera-

tors are more agreeable. Even their spouses have taken notice of 

the positive effect the fewer hours has made on their attitudes 

(and the fact that they are home more). 

 Contractors also see the benefit of limiting hours in the opera-

tor’s seat. Prior to this policy, some contractors would try to keep 

operators in the cab for as many as 24 hours straight—and they 

were willing to pay the overtime just to keep them working. But 

just because the operators aren’t physically fatigued does not 

mean this is a safe practice. By keeping them to a 72-hour sched-

ule, there has not only been a turnaround in near-misses but also 

in operators returning to the project on time and alert. 

 Additionally, we’ve found this policy to be less expensive for the 

customer. They now realize it is cheaper for them to pay a second 

operator and have two work shifts than one operator working a 

24-hour shift on overtime. Plus, they have an alert operator in the 

seat at all times.

 In a recent example, we had a contractor in Raleigh-Durham 

who wanted an operator to bypass the 72-hour work policy. 

When I approached him about it, his attitude was that if he was 

paying for the operator, the operator was going to work the hours 

that he wanted. I explained Heede’s policy and how he is actually 

saving money by bringing in a second operator. He realized that 

not only is this to his benefit, but also the site will be safer with a 

fresh operator. Heede has, in turn, hired more crane operators to 

meet the new company requirements.

 We employed this policy to improve safety within Heede’s 

operation and have discovered the payoff goes beyond protect-

ing our people and equipment. We’ve seen a big turnaround in 

near-misses, alertness, and operators’ attitudes. If your company 

is experiencing safety issues, I would suggest you look at where 

your site safety is lacking. How many hours are your operators 

working, and how much time off do they have between shifts? It 

may be time to develop your own hours-in-the-seat policy. 

Operators and contractors both benefit from 72-hour seat policy
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A Priority on Safety 

 In June 2010, Heede Southeast hosted a company-wide safety meeting. 

The event was for everyone, from yard workers to technicians to erectors. 

While many companies review safe practices after an accident or injury, the 

impetus behind Heede’s event was the opposite. The company has been 

injury-free so far in 2010, and the seminars and education sessions, held 

in conjunction with National Safety Month, were developed to show how 

much the company appreciated its employees’ attention to safety. 

 Heede’s crew participated in discussions with a rigging expert from Certex, 

listened to the local AGC chapter’s safety director about the use of fall protec-

tion during tower crane erection, and heard an OSHA representative address 

the topic of arc fl ashes that can occur in the crane’s electrical panel.

 As one of the fi rst U.S. tower crane companies to offer turnkey pack-

ages, including erection, dismantling, parts, and service, Heede’s team has 

been issued a range of certifi cations, including OSHA 10-Hour, rigging, 

operator, and erection cards. Additionally, a crew member with CPR train-

ing is always on the jobsite. According to Dennis Kenna, president, there 

is nothing he is more proud of than being recognized by a contractor’s 

safety director for the accident and injury prevention programs in place at 

Heede Southeast.


