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1. INTRODUCTION

The Industry Solutions Program is a research and development initiative undertaken by 

WorkCover NSW, which has worked with industry to devise practical solutions to problematic 

issues in an industry. It recognises the need for assistance in some industry sectors to 

overcome particular difficulties or challenges in order to improve workplace safety.

Solutions to safety issues are developed in partnership with industry within a three-month 

period and released for industry-wide implementation. Within 12 months, an evaluation 

is conducted to determine the effectiveness and practicality of the solutions. If necessary, 

further refinements, including additional solutions, are included after the evaluation.

The Industry Solutions Program identified that wood splitters can be hazardous to operate 

and that there is currently no practical guidance available in Australia for their design and 

use – hence this industry safety standard was developed. 

Contributors to this industry safety standard include:

Australian Workers Union•	

Best Burning Fire Fuels•	

Farmsafe Australia Inc•	

Firewood Association of Australia•	

McArdle & Sons Pro-Tree Services•	

Mikes Landscapes•	

Motor Traders’ Association•	

National Arborist Association of Australia•	

Nowra Truck and Tractor Repairs Pty Ltd (FIMDA)•	

NSW Farmers Association•	

Online Safety Systems•	

Sherwood Machinery Pty Ltd•	

Silvan Australia Pty Ltd•	

Sydney Metro Tree Services Pty Ltd•	

Tractor and Machinery Association of Australia•	

Tree Contractors Association of Australia•	

Whitlands Engineering.•	

This industry safety standard provides practical guidance for designers, manufacturers, 

suppliers and users of wood splitters. Clause 5 of the Occupational Health and Safety 

Regulation 2001 (OHS Regulation) requires the control of risk to health and safety, and 

following this industry safety standard is a means to achieve such compliance.
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2. SCOPE

This industry safety standard covers guidance on the design and safe use of one-person-operated 

powered wood splitters to ensure protection of the operator and bystanders from the hazards 

arising from the operation of the wood splitter.

For two (or more)-person-operated wood splitters, design and use must provide an equivalent 

level of safety to operators and bystanders. This may require further control measures than are 

outlined here.

It covers wood splitters when used only in the process of wood splitting and does not cover 

safety issues arising from using other after market attachments, eg pipe bending attachments.

It also covers used wood splitters for resale.
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3. DEFINITIONS

competent person for any task means a person who has acquired through training, 

qualifications or experience, or a combination of them, the 

knowledge and skills to carry out that task.

crush zone the zone in which the human body, or parts of the human body, 

are exposed to crushing – crushing can occur if either two movable 

parts are moving towards one another, or one movable part is 

moving towards a fixed part. With a wood splitter, such parts may 

include the wedge or axe, pressure plate and the wood itself.

hostile operating 
environment

an operating environment at a place of work, where an item of 

electrical equipment in its normal use is subject to operating 

conditions that are likely to result in damage to the item of 

equipment.

This includes an operating environment that may:

cause mechanical damage to the equipment, or •	

expose the equipment to moisture, heat, vibration, corrosive •	

substances or dust that is likely to result in damage to  

the equipment.

must indicates that the requirements are mandatory under the NSW 

occupational health and safety (OHS) legislation.

owner the person who possesses the wood splitter for their own use 

or some other person’s use – the owner is usually the person 

designated as the employer under NSW OHS legislation.

should indicates a recommendation to do something that is not a 

mandatory requirement under the NSW OHS legislation.

supplier includes dealers, retailers and importers.

wood splitter a machine in which the wood to be split is pressed against a fixed 

pressure plate or table by means of a splitting wedge or axe or 

rotating screw (a rotating screw system may rely on the ground as 

the pressure plate), or is pressed against a fixed splitting wedge or 

axe or rotating screw by a pressure plate.
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4. RISK ASSESSMENT AND CONTROL

There are different types and sizes of wood splitters available on the market. They range 

from small portable units for domestic use to larger stationary units for commercial firewood 

production. The splitting action is usually performed by a moving axe or wedge, which 

presents a crush hazard to the hands or feet.

Use table 1 to determine whether the crush hazard presents a high, medium or low risk. 

When determining the risk level, consider all relevant design and operational factors, 

including the:

distance of the crush zone from the operator•	

distance of the potential pinch points from the operator•	

speed of the splitting wedge or axe•	

need to hold or steady the wood by hand•	

operator’s clear vision of the splitting action•	

design of the controls – eg whether operated by hand or other body action (which may •	

affect emergency reaction time).

Table 1 – Risk severity

LIKELIHOOD OF OCCURRENCE

SEVERITY Very likely Likely Unlikely Very unlikely

Fatality High High High Medium

Major injury High High Medium Medium

Minor injury High Medium Medium Low

Negligible injury Medium Medium Low Low



6

For general guidance, table 2 summarises the different types of wood splitters, the potential 

hazards and risk levels associated with them, and the appropriate risk controls.

Table 2 – Wood splitter types, common hazards, risk levels and risk controls

Type Cutting 
position

Operation 
controls

Primary 
hand 
and foot 
hazards

Risk Risk control Secondary 
hand 
and foot 
hazards at 
low risk

Other 
common 
hazards

Vertical axe Bench level Two hands 
on controls

Compliance 
with 
sections 5.2 
to 5.8 is 
compulsory

Wood 
falling on 
feet

Manual 
handling

Wood 
splinters (in 
hands and 
eyes)

Hydraulic 
hose burst

Electrical 
hazards

Wood 
splitter 
tipping over

Two persons 
operating a 
one-person-
operated 
wood 
splitter

Bench level Knee 
control 
with two 
hands free 
to control 
wood in the 
cutting zone

Hand 
or arm 
crushed by 
moving axe, 
pressure 
plate or 
wood

High Compliance 
with 
sections 5.1 
to 5.8 is 
compulsory

Vertical 
wedge

Bench level Two hands 
on controls

Compliance 
with 
sections 5.2 
to 5.8 is 
compulsory

Bench level One hand 
control 
with one 
hand free 
to control 
wood in 
cutting zone

Hand 
crushed 
by moving 
wedge, 
pressure 
plate or 
wood

Med Compliance 
with 
sections 5.2 
to 5.8 is 
compulsory*

Ground 
level

One hand 
control with 
one hand 
free

Foot 
crushed 
by moving 
wedge, 
pressure 
plate or 
wood

Med Compliance 
with 
sections 5.2 
to 5.9 is 
compulsory*

Horizontal 
wedge

Bench or 
ground 
level

One hand 
control with 
one hand 
free

Hand 
crushed 
by moving 
wedge, 
pressure 
plate or 
wood

Med Compliance 
with 
sections 5.2 
to 5.8 is 
compulsory*

*  Compliance with section 5.1 is compulsory if the wedge travel speed exceeds a nominal 

60 mm per second.
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5. DESIGN

5.1 Guarding

The objective of guarding the wood splitter is to prevent injuries, such as being caught 

between the moving parts and the wood or the fixed parts of the wood splitter, or being hit 

by falling wood, during the splitting or return strokes. 

For certain machines – outlined in section 4 – where a high risk has been identified, 

guarding requirements in this section are compulsory.

For machines where a medium risk has been identified due to the wedge speed being less 

than a nominal 60 mm per second, guarding requirements in this section are optional. 

However, if the wedge speed exceeds the nominal 60 mm per second, the risk level changes 

to high and the requirements in this section are compulsory.

The guarding must:

protect the hands and arms that are free from the controls but may be in the crush zone •	

during the wood-splitting action 

protect against the potential crush hazard on the return stoke – eg if wood is jammed •	

provide protection to the operator’s feet during splitting operations.•	

To ensure that guarding is effective, one or more of the following principles should be observed:

Provide fixed or interlocked moveable guarding of the moving wedge or axe, rotating •	

screw and pressure plate areas.

Locate manual splitting control levers or buttons so that the operator can not reach the •	

danger points while operating the controls.

Ensure two-handed operation of the manual-splitting controls so that both hands are kept •	

away from the danger points.

For two-handed operation:

the controls should be of the hold-to-run type – ie the splitting action is stopped •	

immediately if either manual control is released

the controls should not be able to be operated simultaneously with one hand or arm, or •	

with other parts of the body

the wedge or axe or the pressure plate should not return to the starting position if either •	

manual control is in the ‘on’ position.

The controls for the splitting operation should be laid out in such a way that the operator has 

an unobstructed view of the splitting action.

5.2 Wood holding devices

There should be a means to prevent the wood, or parts of it, from falling onto the operator 

during the splitting and return movement. An adequate size workbench or table, on which 

the wood is split, may be an acceptable means of preventing the wood from falling. Where 

the wood is split horizontally, catch plates (or similar) should be fitted to prevent wood 

sections falling from the splitter.
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5.3 Retention of instructions

The wood splitter must include a weatherproof receptacle to store the operating instructions. 

The receptacle must be labelled accordingly.

5.4 Stability

Mobile wood splitters should be designed so that they are stable when used or parked 

according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

The machine should not turn over when it is placed on a horizontal hard surface and is 

subjected to:

an inclination of 8.5 degrees in any direction, or•	

a horizontal force of 300 N, approximately 30kg push, applied in any direction at a point •	

1650 mm from the ground or at the highest point of the machine – whichever is the 

lowest.

300N (30kg)

1650mm

8.5º

5.5 Controls and stop devices

All wood-splitter controls and stop devices should be clearly and permanently identified. 

The direction of the lever movement should align with the direction of the resulting 

movement. On a vertical machine, for example, pull-down means powering the wedge or axe 

down and push-up means retracting the wedge or axe.

Unless any crush or pinch hazard can be controlled by design, there should be no automatic 

wedge or axe return on release of the control lever.

On electrically-powered wood splitters, a control device for turning the electrical power on 

and off should be provided within the reach of the operator.

5.6 Electrical safety

An electrically-powered wood splitter should be designed and manufactured in accordance 

with Australian/New Zealand Standard AS/NZS 3100 Approval and test specification – 

General requirements for electrical safety. 

Where the wood splitter is permanently connected to an electrical installation it must be 

wired in accordance with the Australian/New Zealand Standard AS/NZS 3000 Electrical 

installations (known as the Australian/New Zealand Wiring Rules).

5.7 Hydraulic systems

Hydraulic hoses must have a safety factor of 4 – ie the ratio of the minimum burst pressure 

of the hoses to the maximum dynamic working pressure is 4:1.
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5.8 Safety signs

The wood splitter must clearly display a pictorial and/or written sign that warns against safety 

risks and should highlight at least:

crush and pinch hazards•	

bystanders’ safety•	

the wearing of personal protective equipment.•	

Where possible, information should be represented by symbols that conform to the Australian 

Standard AS 1319 Safety signs for the occupational environment. All words should be in 

English and units should be metric.

Some examples of safety signs are provided in appendix A.

5.9 Foot guard (vertical wedge splitter at ground level only)

There should be a means to protect the operator’s feet from being injured during splitting 

operations.
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6. MANUFACTURERS

6.1 Manufacturer’s responsibilities

The manufacturer must ensure that the wood splitter is manufactured in accordance with the 

design specifications.

The manufacturer’s identification details, model number and year of manufacture should be 

clearly and permanently marked on the main body of the wood splitter.

6.2 Manufacturer’s instructions

The manufacturer must provide instructions that clearly specify all the information necessary 

to ensure the safe use of the wood splitter, including all limitations on its use, and an 

inspection and maintenance schedule.

The instructions should include, as a minimum:

the safe positioning, set-up and handling of a wood splitter•	

safe operation instructions•	

warnings about crush and other hazards•	

details of the inspection and maintenance requirements for separate items and •	

components, and for the wood splitter as a whole

advice that the power supply must be turned off when the wood splitter is not in use•	

advice on the use of guards, if provided•	

the stowing configuration for transportation•	

advice on necessary personal protective equipment.•	

The manufacturer should provide practical means for communicating the operating 

instructions. Such means may include an instruction video or DVD, or an instruction package.
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7. SUPPLIERS AND HIRERS

7.1 General responsibilities

The supplier or hirer should ensure that the wood splitter complies with this industry safety 

standard, or equivalent. They should ensure the checklist items in appendix B are addressed.

7.2 Provision of information

The manufacturer’s instructions and all other information relevant to the safe use of the 

wood splitter must be provided at its point of supply or hire. The supplier must ensure that 

the manufacturer’s instructions are provided and are in accordance with section 6.2.

7.3 Practical safety information

The supplier or hirer should instruct those purchasing wood splitters in their safe operation. 

This instruction may take the form of a video or DVD, an instruction session, or an 

explanation of the manufacturer’s safety instructions.



12

8. USE

8.1 Pre-purchase

To ensure the wood splitter is appropriate for them, the purchaser of the wood splitter 

should discuss their needs with the supplier prior to purchase. The supplier must ensure the 

manufacturer’s instructions are available at the point of purchase.

The purchaser should use the checklist in appendix B to ensure that their wood splitter will 

enable them to comply with their safety obligations.

The purchaser should also seek practical advice and instruction from the supplier on the use 

of the wood splitter.

Note: When a person is taking possession of the wood splitter on a temporary basis – eg by 

way of loan or hire − they should seek safe use instructions from the person supplying it.

8.2 Safety instructions

To ensure that the wood splitter is used safely, the owner must provide safety instructions. 

The safety instructions should be kept with the wood splitter in the receptacle provided for 

that purpose. The safety instructions should be replaced if they become illegible. 

Generally, the safety instructions should be the manufacturer’s instructions. Variations from 

these instructions must:

be based on a risk assessment•	

not remove any of the safety features•	

not expose persons to new risks.•	

8.3 Competence

All those involved in the operation of the wood splitter must have read, or have been 

instructed in, the safety instructions.

The owner must ensure that those operating the wood splitter are competent to do so with 

adequate supervision. The OHS Regulation requires employers to provide supervision to the 

extend necessary to minimise the risks to health and safety.

Research has shown that operators are most at risk of injury when using unfamiliar 

machinery for the first time.
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8.4 Electrical

Portable electrically-powered wood splitters should have the electrical supply protected by a 

30 mA residual current device (RCD) at the socket outlet. 

If an electrically-powered wood splitter is used in a hostile operating environment it must be 

regularly inspected and tested by a competent person. Guidance on inspection and testing 

methods can be found in the Australian/New Zealand Standard AS/NZS 3760 In-service 

safety inspection and testing of electrical equipment. 

Note: Due to the nature of the wood splitter operation (timber falling around the machine) it 

is likely that it is used in a hostile operating environment and therefore would require regular 

inspection and testing.

8.5 Use

Prior to its use, the wood splitter should be inspected to ensure that it is functioning 

correctly, including all its safety features. If any safety feature is not functioning correctly, 

the wood splitter must not be used. 

The area where the wood splitter is to operate must be assessed for hazards that may affect 

its operation.

8.6 Manual handling

Manual handling risks that are associated with the use of the wood splitter must be 

assessed, and the operator must be instructed on how to safely handle the wood before and 

after splitting, so as to prevent excessive body bending that may cause back injuries, stress 

or strain.

8.7 Personal protective equipment

The employer must provide appropriate personal protective equipment – eg gloves, safety 

footwear, goggles, earmuffs – to those involved in the wood splitter operation. 

8.8 Deactivating the wood splitter

When the wood splitter is not in use, the power supply must be turned off. 

8.9 Transportation

Prior to transportation, the wood splitter should be placed in its correct configuration for 

transport. A chain or similar restraining device should be used, if required.

There may be different transport requirements for moving the wood splitter at slow speed 

within a property and transporting it on a public highway.
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8.10 Inspection, maintenance and repair

The wood splitter must be inspected regularly to ensure that it is functioning correctly and 

safety problems are rectified. 

All safety features on the wood splitter must be maintained to ensure they are functioning as 

intended. Any replacement parts must be identical (or equivalent) to the original parts.

If the wood splitter needs repair, the repairs should conform to the manufacturer’s 

instructions. If there are no instructions for the repair, the owner should seek advice from 

the manufacturer or their agent, or have the necessary work completed or specified by a 

competent person.

8.11 Modifications

The wood splitter should not be modified or altered. However, if it is necessary to undertake 

modifications, they should be done in consultation with the manufacturer. Modifications 

must be done by a competent person and based on a risk assessment. The competent person 

assumes the role of the designer and manufacturer. The modified wood splitter must retain 

its original safety features. After modification, the safety instructions must be reviewed – and 

revised where necessary. Modifications to the wood splitter should not introduce more risk.
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APPENDIX A – EXAMPLE SAFETY SIGNS

The wood splitter must clearly display – on both the operator’s side and the opposite side 

of the machine – a pictorial and/or written sign that warns against serious safety risks (as 

outlined in this standard). 

The following are examples of signs that may be used.
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APPENDIX B – PRE-PURCHASE CHECKLIST

To ensure that the wood splitter contains the important safety features outlined in this 

standard, use the following checklist prior to purchase. 

Tick yes or no as appropriate against each item.

If you review and complete this checklist with all ‘yes’ answers, your wood splitter should 

enable you to meet your legal safety obligations. Where you answer ‘no’ to any question, you 

will need to address the issue to ensure that you comply with those obligations.

ITEM YES NO COMMENT

SUITABILITY

Is the wood splitter appropriate for your needs? 

(Does it suit the length, diameter, end condition 

and timber grade of the wood to be split? Will it 

produce the size of split timber required and will it 

split the quantity you need?)

GUARDING

Are the moving wedge or axe and pressure plate 

areas guarded by one of the following methods:

fixed or interlocked moveable guarding•	

locating the manual splitting control lever to •	

keep the user out of reach of danger points, or

a two-handed operation of the manual splitting •	

controls?

(Check table 2 in section 4 to see if your wood 

splitter is exempt from this requirement)

See sections 4 and 5.1.

Does the wood splitter incorporate a wood holding 

device so that hands or feet are not required to 

hold the wood in position? See section 5.2.

For vertical wedge splitters with the pressure plate 

near ground level – is a foot guard provided? See 

section 5.3.

CONTROLS

If two-handed controls, are they the hold-to-run 

(‘dead man’) type? See section 5.1.

If two-handed controls, are they positioned to 

prevent operation with one hand and/or other parts 

of the body? See section 5.1.
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ITEM YES NO COMMENT

If two-handed controls, does the wedge, axe or 

pressure plate stop and remain in position if either 

one of the controls is released (ie it does not 

return to the starting position if one manual control 

remains in the ‘on’ position)? See section 5.1.

Are the wood splitter controls and stop devices 

clearly and permanently identified? See section 5.5.

Does the direction of the lever movement align 

with the direction of the resulting movement (eg 

lever up = wedge up, lever down = wedge down)? 

See section 5.5.

Does the operator have an unobstructed view of 

the splitting action when operating the splitting 

controls? See section 5.1.

ELECTRICALLY-POWERED WOOD SPLITTERS

Is the supply protected by a residual current device 

(RCD) fitted at the power socket outlet, or by a 

portable RCD? See section 8.4.

MOBILE WOOD SPLITTERS

Has the mobile wood splitter passed the stability 

tests:

stable at an incline of up to 8.5 degrees in any •	

direction

stable when a horizontal force of 300 N (30kg) •	

is applied at a point 1650 mm from the 

ground, or at the top of the machine if lower?

See section 5.4.

Is information provided on the safe transport of the 

wood splitter? See section 6.2.

Is a weatherproof receptacle provided on the wood 

splitter to hold the operating instructions, and 

labelled accordingly? See section 5.9.

HYDRAULIC WOOD SPLITTERS

Does the wood splitter have no automatic return, 

unless crush risk is controlled by design? See 

section 5.5.
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ITEM YES NO COMMENT

SAFETY INFORMATION

Are safety signs, warning of the serious safety 

risks, positioned in appropriate locations on the 

wood splitter? See appendix A.

Are manufacturer’s operating instructions provided 

with the wood splitter? See section 6.2.

Is maintenance information provided with the wood 

splitter? See section 6.2.

Is there training and instruction provided by the 

supplier? See section 7.3.
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APPENDIX C – FURTHER INFORMATION

For further information about wood splitters:

go to•	  WorkCover’s website at www.workcover.nsw.gov.au

call•	  the WorkCover Assistance Service on 13 10 50

call•	  the WorkCover Publications Hotline on 1300 799 003

visit•	  your nearest WorkCover office

contact•	  your local wood splitter manufacturer or supplier for technical support.

Support and information for injured workers is available on 13 10 50.

Australian Standards

Australian Standards can be purchased from SAI Global – phone 131 242 or visit  

www.saiglobal.com/shop

AS 1318  Use of colour for the marking of physical hazards and the identification of 

certain equipment in industry

AS 1319 Safety signs for the occupational environment

AS/NZS 3000 Electrical installations (known as the Australian/New Zealand Wiring Rules)

AS/NZS 3100 Approval and test specification – general requirements for electrical safety

AS/NZS 3760 In-service safety inspection and testing of electrical equipment

AS 3190  Approval and test specification – residual current devices (current operated 

earth leakage devices)
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