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Working Alone
A look at legislation in Canada

By Norm Keith

The subject of working alone raises many 
concerns with respect to worker occupa-
tional safety and health risk and exposure. 

The range of risk to a person working alone may 
include a convenience store/gas station attendant 
or bar owner facing a late-night robbery or the lack 
of a coworker to notice that a worker has suffered 
a health episode such as a heart attack, stroke or 
epileptic seizure. Regardless of the nature of the 
hazard to which a worker may be exposed, work-
ing alone inherently adds risk to the employee.

In Canada, the approach to dealing with this risk 
has not been consistent across its 10 provinces and 
three territories. Although each province and terri-
tory, and the federal government has its own occu-

pational safety and health statute, only five 
jurisdictions specifically address the issue 
of working alone by legislation or regula-
tion: Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba, 
New Brunswick and Saskatchewan.

Other jurisdictions may address the issue 
indirectly through general duty clauses. For 
example, the general duty clause for Ontar-
io, Canada’s most populous province, re-
quires employers to take every precaution 
reasonable in the circumstances for worker 
protection and safety. However, absent 
specific legal requirements, the legislation 
does not clearly require employers to take 
steps to protect those who work alone. The 
general duty clause is often used after the 
fact to issue orders or to commence regu-
latory charges to blame the employer and 
senior management if an incident occurs 

involving an individual working alone.
This article analyzes the five jurisdictions in 

Canada that deal with the issue of working alone. 
This analysis reveals similarities as well as distinct 
differences. It also offers comments regarding the 
situation in Ontario and about the federal Canada 
Labor Code with respect to working alone. The ad-

visability of a uniform code or regulation for all Ca-
nadian jurisdictions to either follow or draw upon 
is addressed as well.  

Analysis of Applicable Legislation
There is no prohibition on working alone in Can-

ada at the federal, provincial or territorial levels.

Alberta
The Alberta Occupational Health and Safety 

Code 2009 (the OHS Code) provides working 
alone legislation, specifically under Part 28. Section 
393(1) of Part 28 applies to a worker if that indi-
vidual is working alone at a site and assistance is 
not readily available should an emergency occur or 
a worker be injured or become ill.

The explanation guide to the OHS Code (Gov-
ernment of Alberta, 2009) delineates five broad 
categories of employees who work alone:

1) workers who handle cash (e.g., store clerks, 
taxi drivers);

2) workers who travel away from their base of-
fice to meet clients (e.g., homecare workers, social 
service workers);

3) workers who perform hazardous work but 
have no routine interaction with customers or the 
public (e.g., workers in forestry, and the oil and gas 
industry);

4) workers who travel alone, but have no routine 
interaction with customers or the public (e.g., truck 
drivers, business people in transit);

5) workers who are at risk of violent attack be-
cause their worksite is isolated from public view 
(e.g., security guards) (p. 28-2). 

It should be noted that if two employees are 
working together, the working alone requirements 
of the OHS Code no longer apply.

Three factors are used to determine whether 
assistance is “readily available” in the asssessment of 
whether an individual is working alone: awareness; 
willingness; and timeliness. Awareness asks wheth-
er others who are capable of providing assistance, 
should it be necessary, are aware of the worker’s 
needs. Willingness asks whether it is reasonable to 
expect those people to provide assistance. Timeli-
ness asks whether assistance will be provided with-
in a reasonable time frame (Government of Alberta, 
2009, p. 28-2).

The remaining sections in Part 28 of the OHS 
Code discuss the requirements of the employer 
should an employee be in a situation where s/he 
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is working alone. Under the OHS Code [§ 394(1)], 
an employer must provide “an effective commu-
nication system” that consists of: radio commu-
nication; landline or cell phone communication; 
or some other effective means of communication. 
Regular contact with the employee is necessary to 
consider the communication effective.

In addition, the OHS Code requires employers to 
conduct a hazard assessment. This assessment is a 
“common sense look at the workplace to identify 
existing hazards for workers working alone.” Em-
ployers need to review records and past incidents, 
and identify measures or actions required to correct 
any hazards (Government of Alberta, p. 28-6). 

Hazard assessments are only required to be 
completed once per job type. Therefore, if different 
workers rotate in and out of the same job, the as-
sessment need only be completed one time (Gov-
ernment of Alberta, 2009, p. 28-7). 

British Columbia
In British Columbia, the Workers’ Compensation 

Board is responsible for introducing amendments 
to the Occupational Health and Safety Regulation 
(BC Reg. 296/97; BC Reg), made under the British 
Columbia Workers’ Compensation Act (R.S.B.C. 
1996 c. 492). Sections 4.20.1 to 4.23 discuss working 
alone as it pertains to workers in British Columbia. 
In § 4.20.1, working alone is defined as work in cir-
cumstances where assistance would not be readily 
available to the worker in the case of an emergency 
and in case the worker is injured or in ill health. 

Similar to the legislation in Alberta, before an 
employee is assigned to work alone, the employer 
must identify the hazards to that worker (§ 4.20.2). 
Before the individual starts a work assignment, the 
employer must eliminate any identified hazards; if 
that is impossible or impracticable, the risk must 
be minimized using engineering or administrative 
controls or both [§ 4.20.2(2)-(3)].  

In addition, the employer must develop and 
implement a written procedure for checking the 
well-being of a person assigned to work alone or in 
isolation (§ 4.21.1). The procedure includes several 
steps: 1) a designated time interval between checks 
and the procedure to follow in case the worker can-
not be contacted, including provisions for emergen-
cy rescue; 2) a person designated to establish contact 
with the worker at predetermined intervals and the 
results recorded by that person; 3) a check at the end 
of the shift (in addition to checks made at regular 
intervals); and 4) consultation with the joint com-
mittee, or worker safety and health representative 
when determining the procedure and time intervals 
for checking a worker’s well-being [§ 4.21(2)-(6)].

This legislation also includes a section outlining 
procedures for working late at night in retail out-
lets. Late-night retail premises include gas stations, 
convenience stores or any other retail outlets where 
goods are sold directly to consumers and that are 
open to the public for late-night hours [§ 4.22.1(1)]. 

Should a person be working alone at one of the 
defined retail outlets, the employer must develop 
and implement a written procedure to ensure that 

the worker is safe when handling money. Further, 
the employer must ensure that the worker is physi-
cally separated from the public via a locked door 
or barrier that prevents physical contact with the 
worker or assign another worker so the individual 
is no longer working alone [§ 4.22.1(2)].

The legislation also requires that all gas be pre-
paid at gas stations where a person is working 
alone (§ 4.22.2). All procedures must be reviewed 
annually (§ 4.23). Lastly, a person working alone in 
a location that poses a risk of drowning must wear 
a life jacket (§ 8.28).

Manitoba
Working alone legislation in Manitoba is pro-

vided under Regulation 217/2006 Part 9: Workers 
Working Alone or in Isolation (Manitoba Regula-
tion). SafeWork Manitoba (a division of the Work-
ers’ Compensation Board, 2006) has created a code 
of practice for employers and employees looking for 
guidance about the regulation. Under the regula-
tion, working alone is defined as “performance of 
any work function by a worker who: a) is the only 
worker for that employer at that workplace at any 
time; and b) is not directly supervised by the em-
ployer or another person designated as a supervisor 
by the employer, at any time” (§ 1.1).

The Manitoba Regulation has a separate defini-
tion for working in isolation. It defines this term as 
“working in circumstances where assistance is not 
readily available in the event of injury, ill health or 
emergency” (§ 1.1). The difference between work-
ing alone and working in isolation seems to focus 
on the frequency of the work; a person working in 
isolation is not always in that circumstance. Fur-
ther, the code of practice states that an individual 
working alone may actually be in contact with 
employees of different employers and still be con-
sidered working alone (Workers’ Compensation 
Board of Manitoba, 2006, p. 8).

The Manitoba Regulation contains several re-
quirements for employers that have employees 
working alone. For example, § 5.13 requires that 
a personal first-aid kit be provided to the worker 
if one is not readily accessible. Under § 6.17(5), if 
an employee is working alone on a boat, then the 
employer must ensure that a life jacket or personal 
floatation device is provided. The employer must 
instruct the employee to wear the life jacket at all 
times while working. 

The general requirements for working alone are 
found in Part 9 of the Manitoba Regulation. Un-
der § 9.2, an employer must identify the risks aris-
ing from the conditions and circumstances of the 
employee’s work in consultation with either the 
workplace safety committee, that committee’s rep-
resentative or, if neither exist, the employee. Any 
risks identified must be reduced as far as practica-
ble or steps taken toward their elimination by the 
employer [§ 9.2(2)]. 

Under § 9.3(1), the employer must create a safe 
work procedure and train its employees in that 
procedure as well as ensure that employees comply 
with the procedure. A safe work procedure must 
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consist of an effective communication system; the 
provision of emergency supplies for use in travel-
ling or working under conditions of extreme cold 
or other inclement weather conditions (where ap-
plicable); and any of the following: 1) a system of 
regular contact between the employer and lone 
worker; 2) limitations on or prohibitions of speci-
fied activities; or 3) establishment of training re-
quirements [§ 9.3(2)]. The regulation also stipulates 
that an effective communication system should 
consist of either radio communication, telephone 
or cell phone communication, or any other means 
that provides effective communication [§ 9.3(2)]. 

In Manitoba, these procedures must be reviewed 
and revised every 3 years. It should also be noted 
that § 84(1) of the Manitoba Employment Stan-
dards Code (C.C.S.M. c. E110) prohibits employees 
under age 18 from working alone between 11:00 
p.m. and 6:00 a.m. 

New Brunswick
In New Brunswick, working alone legislation 

exists under New Brunswick Regulation 92-133: 
Code of Practice for Working Alone Regulation—
Occupational Health and Safety Act.

This regulation is similar in nature to the afore-
mentioned provinces. However, this regulation 
was enacted in 1992, well in advance of some other 
provinces. Requirements under Regulation 92-133 
are straightforward. An employer must develop a 
code of practice to protect an employee who works 
alone from risks associated with the work being 
performed. 

The code of practice must include the following:
1) name, address, location and phone number of 

the place of employment;
2) name, address, location and phone number of 

the employer;
3) nature of the business conducted at the place 

of employment;
4) identification of possible risks to each em-

ployee who works alone that arise from or occur in 
connection with the work assigned;

5) procedures to be followed to minimize the risks 
identified in paragraph 4;

6) details of the means by which a lone employee 
can secure emergency assistance and the employer 
can provide emergency assistance in the event of 
injury or other circumstances that may endanger 
employee safety and health [§ 3(a)-(f)].  

The code of practice must be adhered to at all 
times by the employee while s/he is working alone. 
Any equipment necessary under the established 
code of practice must be provided by the employer 
(§ 4). Further, the employer must provide employ-
ees with adequate training on the code of practice 
(§ 6). A copy of the code of practice also must be 
readily available (§ 7).

Saskatchewan
In Saskatchewan, working alone legislation is 

provided under the Occupational Health and Safety 
Regulations, 1996 (c. O-1.1 Reg. 1). This regulation 
provides the same requirements as other provinces. 

Working alone in Saskatchewan means to “work 
at a worksite as the only worker of the employer or 
contractor at that worksite, in circumstances where 
assistance is not readily available to the worker in 
event of injury, ill health or emergency” [§ 35(1)]. 

For example, under § 35(4), employers must as-
sess the risks associated with working alone in the 
worker’s particular occupation. The employer must 
then take all practicable steps to reduce the risks 
identified. Again, this must include an effective 
means of communication and may include any of 
the following:

•regular contact by the employer or contractor 
with the employee working alone or at an isolated 
place of employment;

•limiting or prohibiting specific activities;
•establishment of minimum training or experi-

ence, or other standards of competency;
•provision of PPE;
•establishment of safe work practices/procedures;
•provision of emergency supplies for use in trav-

elling under conditions of extreme cold or other 
inclement weather conditions.  

Ontario
Ontario has no broad working alone legislation. 

However, it has two different regulations that de-
scribe protection afforded to individuals working 
alone in specific scenarios. The first applies to con-
struction sites (O. Reg. 213/91; Construction Regu-
lation); the second to mines and mining plants 
(R.R.O. 1990, Reg. 854; Mining Regulation).

Under the Construction Regulation, no person 
may work in a trench (an excavation where the exca-
vation depth exceeds its width) unless another em-
ployee is working above ground or in a location that 
is easily accessible to that trench (§ 225). Similarly, 
no person can work in a shaft, tunnel caisson [de-
fined as 1) casing below ground or water level that 
may/may not be designed to contain air at a pressure 
greater than atmospheric pressure; or 2) an excava-
tion, including a waterwell but not a well within the 
meaning of the Petroleum Resources Act, drilled by 
an auger and into which a person may enter] or cof-
ferdam (a structure constructed entirely or partially 
below water level or below the level of the ground-
water table and intended to provide a workplace that 
is free of water) unless another employee is working 
above ground or in a location that is easily accessible 
to the trench (§ 246). The regulation also contains 
requirements for the construction of a caisson and 
the attire of the worker entering the caisson. 

The Mining Regulation contains specific rules for 
people working alone in an underground mine. The 
regulation explicitly defines when a worker is not 
working alone [§ 16(2)]. Curiously, if a worker has 
“ready access” to two-way communication, then 
s/he is not considered to be working alone [§ 16(2)]. 
This is different from other working alone legisla-
tion that requires effective communication for lone 
workers. In this case, one is not considered to be a 
lone worker if effective communication exists.

Other portions of the regulation require that a 
lone worker be competent and be visited by another 
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competent worker or supervisor at least three times 
during a shift. However, the number of visits can be 
changed depending on the work conditions and the 
communication system that is present [§ 16(5)-(6)].

Federal Legislation
No provisions in the Canada Labor Code (R.S., 

1985, c. L-2; CLC) specifically address the situation 
of employees who work alone. Under section 124, 
CLC states that “every employer shall ensure that 
the safety and health at work of every person em-
ployed by the employer is protected.” Therefore, 
employees who work alone are afforded the same 
protection. 

It should be noted, however, that in certain sce-
narios employees cannot work alone. These are 
discussed in the Canada Occupational Health and 
Safety Regulations (SOR/86-304):

•certain types of electrical work require a safe-
ty watcher or a first-aid representative [§ 8.8 and 
§ 16.3(3)];

•entry into confined spaces under specified haz-
ardous conditions [§ 11.5(1)(c)];

•where drowning is possible [§ 12.11(2)(b)];
•repairs/maintenance work on a machine that 

cannot reasonably be locked out [§ 13.16(2)(b)(ii)];
•operation of materials handling equipment 

with an obstructed view [§ 14.25(1)(b)]; 

Other Provinces & Territories
Currently, the remaining provinces and terri-

tories have no legislation specifically focused on 
working alone. However, Newfoundland has re-
leased a guideline for employers and employees 
in working alone situations (Government of New-
foundland and Labrador, 2010). This guideline 
provides suggestions on how to deal with several 
different scenarios such as workers who handle 
cash; meet clients away from the office; perform 
hazardous work; travel alone; or are at risk of vio-
lence due to isolation.

Conclusion
The five jurisdictions in Canada that have ad-

dressed the issue of working alone by legislation 
or regulations have several similarities as well as 
some differences. The general response and obli-
gations on employers by law is usually the use of 
a risk/hazard assessment to determine exposures 
to the lone workers and how to remedy or mitigate 
the risk.

Since Canada has no uniform legal standard with 
respect to conducting a risk/hazard assessment, 
this process will vary among employers. More so-
phisticated employers will have a more effective 
process, whereas smaller and less sophisticated 
employers will likely have a less effective process.

Following the risk/hazard assessment, employ-
ers are usually required by the legislation to take 
steps to either remove or reduce the risks associ-
ated with working alone. Communication and 
access to emergency services are critical to the ef-
fective protection of lone workers. However, the 
legislation is not consistent with respect to what is 

actually required as a best practice for dealing with 
issues of employees working alone. Effective com-
munication and worker training are essential, yet 
these elements are not always required by the Ca-
nadian jurisdictions that have provided legislative 
direction on this matter.

The issue of working alone has not, in the au-
thor’s view, been adequately addressed by Cana-
dian regulators. Ontario and Quebec, Canada’s 
two largest jurisdictions by working population, do 
not address the issue of employees working alone, 
which creates a large gap in the attention given to 
this critical issue. Although workers’ compensation 
injury statistics in Canada do not track or identify 
workers who are injured while working alone, the 
issue arises periodically in the media and in the au-
thor’s professional practice.

Further, given the inherent risks of working 
alone, no good rationale can explain why some 
jurisdictions have addressed the issue while oth-
ers have not. This failure to adequately prioritize 
the issue of working alone as a significant risk for 
workers across Canada should be addressed.

In a federal state, with both the federal and pro-
vincial governments having a measure of jurisdic-
tion over occupational safety and health matters 
(provinces have the predominant responsibility for 
approximately 90% of workers in Canada), one can 
point to political and systemic challenges to devel-
oping a uniform standard for working alone.

However, this would not preclude one or more 
jurisdictions from taking the lead in offering their 
legislative model as a best practice for other jurisdic-
tions to follow. The absence of a national regulator 
in Canada setting national standards for occupa-
tional safety and health matters is a further impedi-
ment to the development of a national standard.

The Canadian Standards Association, a nonlegis-
lative, nonprofit standards-development organiza-
tion, is a logical organization to take the lead on this 
issue. However, since stakeholders have not identi-
fied this as a priority, it appears that no current ac-
tion is being taken.

The lack of action on this issue in no way dimin-
ishes its importance. Unfortunately, the political 
will and media attention needed to effect legisla-
tive change will likely only occur if a high-profile 
workplace injury or death arises from a working 
alone situation.  PS 
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