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The strongest forklift accident analysis connects written requirements to actual field
operations - what the operator could see, how the machine responded, which hazards
were present, and whether available safety controls were implemented.
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Forklift Accidents Require an Operations-Based
Investigation

Serious forklift accidents are rarely explained by one operator action alone. A thorough forklift
accident investigation must examine the complete material-handling operation: the operator,
powered industrial truck, attachment, load, worksite, training, inspection, maintenance,
supervision, and safety enforcement.

Operator training, evaluation, and qualification

Pre-operation forklift inspections

Equipment condition, maintenance, and reported defects

Forklift type, capacity, configuration, and data plate

Load weight, load center, and attachment effects

Visibility, travel direction, speed, steering, braking, and stability
Seat-belt and operator-restraint use

Worksite conditions, pedestrian controls, and employer supervision

A forklift does not operate like an automobile. Counterbalanced forklifts commonly have rear-wheel
steering, a short wheelbase, rapid steering response, limited suspension, and a center of gravity that
changes with the load, attachment, mast position, speed, and direction of travel.

Determining why a forklift collision, rollover, tip-over, ejection, pedestrian strike, or
crushing accident occurred requires a reconstruction of how the work was actually
performed.

Forklift Qualification Must Be More Than a Card

At many workplaces, employers do not devote enough time to properly training and qualifying forklift
operators. Some also underestimate how far meaningful training, routine supervision, and consistent
enforcement can go toward preventing catastrophic forklift accidents.

A wallet card or training certificate does not necessarily establish that an operator was qualified to operate
the specific forklift involved. Operators may complete basic instruction without demonstrating competence
on the actual truck, attachment, load, and worksite.

Being qualified on one type of powered industrial truck does not mean an operator is qualified on every
type of forklift. Different equipment presents different controls, visibility restrictions, stability
characteristics, and operating hazards.

Sit-down counterbalanced forklifts

Stand-up and reach trucks

Rough-terrain forklifts and telescopic handlers
Order pickers and narrow-aisle trucks

Attachment-equipped forklifts
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OSHA's powered industrial truck requirements call for formal instruction, practical hands-on training, and
an evaluation of the operator's performance in the workplace. Training should address controls, steering,
braking, capacity, stability, load handling, visibility, attachments, surface conditions, pedestrian traffic,
ramps, aisles, and other workplace-specific hazards.

Key Qualification Questions

Was the operator trained on the same type of forklift?

Was the training specific to the equipment, attachment, and workplace?

Did the operator receive meaningful hands-on instruction?

Was the operator's workplace performance formally evaluated?

Was refresher training required after an accident, near miss, unsafe operation, or workplace change?
Did the employer supervise and enforce the procedures covered during training?

OSHA forklift qualification should be treated as a serious safety process - not an
administrative formality. Training, evaluation, supervision, and enforcement can prevent
collisions, rollovers, ejections, crushing injuries, and fatalities.

Pre-Operation Forklift Inspections

Forklift inspections can become little more than paperwork. Operators may be expected to check boxes
and begin working without being taught how to inspect the equipment, recognize a safety-related defect,
document it, or remove an unsafe forklift from service.

A meaningful pre-operation inspection may include:
Seat belt, operator-restraint system, seat switch, alarms, and interlocks
Steering, service brakes, parking brake, and inching controls
Tires, wheels, lug nuts, forks, carriage, mast, chains, and rollers
Hydraulic hoses, cylinders, visible leakage, and attachment operation
Data plate, rated capacity, warning labels, horn, lights, mirrors, cameras, and alarms
Fluid levels, battery or fuel system, damage, modifications, and previously reported defects

A completed checklist has limited value if the operator does not understand the inspection or supervisors
ignore reported defects. Inspection records should be compared with maintenance histories, repair
invoices, prior complaints, telematics, and the post-accident condition of the forklift.

A forklift that is defective or unsafe should not remain in operation simply because
production must continue.

Forklift Visibility and Direction of Travel

Restricted visibility is a recurring issue in forklift accident cases. The mast, carriage, overhead guard,
hydraulic components, load, and attachment can each limit the operator's view. Visibility must be
evaluated from the normal operating position - not from beside the truck or from a convenient camera
angle after the accident.
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Did the load or attachment obstruct forward visibility?

Was reverse travel appropriate, and was the operator looking in the direction of travel?
Was a spotter or ground guide needed?

Were mirrors, cameras, lighting, or warning devices available?

Did pedestrians and forklifts share the same travel path?

Did bollards, columns, vehicles, stored materials, or debris create obstructions?

Was the operator maneuvering through a congested or poorly illuminated area?

The question is not simply whether the operator 'should have seen' an object. The
investigation must determine what was actually visible, when it became visible, and what
reasonable options were available to avoid contact.

Forklift Attachments, Capacity, and Data Plates

Rotators, clamps, side shifters, fork extensions, booms, and other attachments can change rated capacity,
load center, stability, visibility, handling, braking response, and hydraulic operation.

An attachment adds weight and may move the load center farther forward. Available capacity can
therefore be reduced even when the load appears to be below the capacity shown on the original data
plate.

Was the attachment approved for the forklift?

Did a legible data plate reflect the actual forklift-and-attachment configuration?
Were the load weight and load center known?

Did the operator understand the adjusted capacity?

Did the attachment obstruct visibility or alter control functions?

Were hydraulic components properly installed and maintained?

Were unauthorized modifications made?

The forklift, attachment, data plate, serial numbers, controls, hydraulic connections, carriage, forks, tires,
and operator compartment should be photographed and preserved before repair or alteration.

Speed, Steering, Braking, and Stability

Forklift stability changes during operation. Acceleration, braking, turning, surface conditions, load position,
and attachment use can shift the combined center of gravity. A forklift rollover or tip-over may involve:

Excessive speed for the existing conditions or abrupt steering input

Raised, unstable, or improperly positioned loads

Uneven, sloped, wet, damaged, or obstructed surfaces

Tire condition, incorrect inflation, or contact with a curb, bollard, column, debris, or drop-off

Sudden braking, direction changes, altered load center, or insufficient maneuvering distance
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A forklift's governed maximum speed does not establish that the speed was safe. The
proper question is whether travel speed was reasonable for the load, surface, visibility,
congestion, turning requirements, and surrounding hazards.

Surveillance video should be obtained in its original format whenever possible. A recording made from a
monitor may omit frames, distort timing, or reduce image quality. Native video, timestamps, camera
information, and footage from before and after the accident may all be important.

Seat Belts and Operator-Restraint Systems

A forklift seat belt is part of the operator-restraint system. On a sit-down counterbalanced forklift, it helps
keep the operator within the protected compartment during a rollover, tip-over, or violent collision. An
operator who jumps or is ejected may enter the path of the overhead guard and suffer fatal crushing
injuries.

Was the seat belt present, accessible, and functional?

Was it damaged, removed, cut, tied back, or otherwise unusable?
Did the employer require and consistently enforce restraint use?
Was seat-belt use addressed during operator training?

Were prior violations documented and corrected?

Did the forklift have a seat switch, alarm, warning light, or interlock?
Was any safety system bypassed or modified?

Did the employer know of restraint or interlock problems?

A bypassed seat switch or interlock should not be assumed. The wiring, controller logic, diagnostic
information, service records, manufacturer documentation, and actual equipment condition must be
examined.

Employer Supervision and Safety Enforcement

Even strong written policies provide little protection if they are not implemented in the field. Supervisors
should confirm that operators use restraints, complete meaningful inspections, report defects, travel at
safe speeds, maintain visibility, use spotters when needed, follow pedestrian controls, and operate only
equipment for which they are qualified.

When unsafe practices are routinely accepted, they can become normal workplace behavior. Operators
may conclude that production is more important than safety when supervisors ignore speeding, incomplete
inspections, failure to use restraints, or unauthorized equipment use.

Effective supervision requires clear expectations, periodic observation, correction of
unsafe behavior, documented retraining when necessary, and consistent enforcement at
every level of the organization.
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Evidence to Preserve After a Forklift Accident

Forklift accident evidence can disappear quickly. EQuipment may be moved, repaired, returned to a rental
company, sold, or scrapped. Surveillance video and electronic information may be overwritten. Counsel
should consider preserving:

The forklift, forks, carriage, attachments, load, and damaged materials

Data plates, warning labels, serial numbers, manuals, and pre-operation inspection records
Maintenance histories, repair invoices, rental, delivery, and pickup records

Operator training, evaluation, supervision, and enforcement records

Native surveillance video, metadata, telematics, diagnostic codes, and electronic data

Worksite photographs, measurements, surface conditions, slope, lighting, visibility, and tire condition
Prior accidents, near misses, reported defects, witness information, and post-accident alterations

Testing should occur under a documented inspection protocol with appropriate notice to interested parties.
Starting, moving, repairing, downloading, or disassembling the forklift without proper documentation can
alter important evidence.

The Value of a Forklift Operations Expert Witness

A reliable forklift expert witness investigation should not begin with a predetermined conclusion. It should
reconstruct the operation and evaluate the interaction among the operator, powered industrial truck,
attachment, load, travel path, workplace, training, supervision, inspection, maintenance, and employer
safety practices.

The applicable forklift standard of care may be informed by OSHA requirements, ANSI/ITSDF standards,
manufacturer manuals, warning labels, employer policies, operator training materials, and accepted
material-handling practices.

Forklift accidents develop within an operating system. Understanding how qualification,
training, inspections, visibility, attachments, stability, restraints, maintenance, and
supervision work together is often essential to determining how an accident occurred
and how similar catastrophic events can be prevented.

About Edward C. Guerra

Edward C. Guerra is a forklift, crane, and heavy-equipment operations expert witness with more than 35
years of hands-on experience involving crane operations, forklift and material-handling operations, lift
planning, rigging, signaling, equipment assembly and disassembly, and jobsite safety.

He remains actively involved in field operations and provides forklift accident investigations, equipment and
site inspections, operational analysis, OSHA and industry-standard reviews, expert reports, deposition
testimony, and trial testimony for plaintiff and defense matters nationwide.

Selected Sources

Occupational Safety and Health Administration, 29 CFR 1910.178, Powered Industrial Trucks; OSHA Powered Industrial Trucks eTool,
Traveling and Maneuvering; OSHA Powered Industrial Trucks eTool, Attachments; OSHA standard interpretations concerning
powered industrial truck operator-restraint use. This article is educational and does not provide a case-specific opinion.
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