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Working or driving on ice-covered water 
 
A Heavy Equipment Operator, while clearing snow on an ice road, went down 
with the equipment when it suddenly broke through the ice surface. The operator 
was not able to escape and died as a result of the incident. 
 
Hazards  
 
Working or driving on ice-covered water may involve hazards such as: 
 

▪ Failure to test the ice prior to performing work. 
▪ Not knowing or having measurements including: 

▪ Thickness of the ice cover 
▪ Gross vehicle weight (GVW) which includes equipment, fuel cargo, 

and people 
▪ Minimum ice thickness required for GVW 
▪ Maximum load allowed on ice cover 
▪ Maximum vehicle speed on ice cover 
▪ Minimum distance between vehicles 
▪ Maximum parking time on ice cover 

▪ Not enough understanding of the different types of ice and their 
conditions. 

▪ Using the wrong equipment and materials. 
▪ Lack of safety plans, procedures, and guidelines. 
▪ Not having enough education and training about the danger of working on 

or around ice-covered water. 
 
Precautionary Measures 
 
While working on ice-covered water, the following measures can help prevent 
incidents: 
 

▪ Identify hazards and understanding safety precautions and basic rescue 
procedures. 



▪ Understand the condition of the ice, its work-load capacities, and ways to 
test it. 

▪ Note sudden and extreme changes in temperature and related ice 
behaviour. 

▪ Identify cracks and signs that indicate thin or hazardous ice locations. 
▪ Work with another person at all times. 
▪ Wear personal protective equipment and dressing for the weather 

conditions. 
▪ Complete and confirm ice thickness is adequate to support the load weight 

or travel strain placed on the ice. Ice strength depends on factors such as 
cracks/seams, air temperature over the past several days, and ice colour.  

 
Important – Ice Color Indicators:  
 

▪ Clear blue ice is generally the strongest.  
▪ White opaque ice (snow ice) has high air content and its strength depends 

on its density. Low density indicates weaker ice.  
▪ Grey ice indicates the presence of water due to thawing and is not reliable 

as a load-bearing surface. 
 
When driving on ice:  
 

▪ Maintain safe vehicle speed for the thickness of ice and depth of water.  
▪ Do not wear a seat belt.  
▪ Reduce vehicle speed as water depth and ice thickness decreases.  
▪ Always have the means to break a window to escape the vehicle or 

equipment in and emergency. Pressure will build once in the water making 
it impossible to open doors or hatches. 

 
Source: Working and driving on ice-covered water - Canada.ca 

  

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/services/health-safety/prevention/ice.html


 

 

The WSCC is committed to safety.  For more information on workplace health and safety,  
call us toll-free or visit our website. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
OHS Legislative requirements 
 

NWT and Nunavut Occupational Health and Safety Regulations  
 
Section 32.  
(1) This section does not apply to  
(a) highways built and maintained by the Department of Economic Development 
and Transportation; or (b) roads that are built and maintained to an approved 
standard.  
(2) Before a worker is required or permitted to work or travel on ice that is over 
water or over other material into which a worker could sink more than 1 m, an 
employer shall have the ice tested to ensure that the ice will support the load that 
the work or travel will place on the ice.  
 
(3) The requirement of subsection (2) may be waived by the Chief Safety Officer 
if an employer or worker satisfies the Chief Safety Officer that other measures 
have been taken to eliminate or reduce the risk to the worker should the ice fail to 
support the load.  
 
NWT and Nunavut Mine Health and Safety Regulations  
 
Section 9.05.  
(1) Before special tasks may be performed, the manager shall ensure that a 
hazard analysis is conducted (a) identifying and defining each operation;  
(b) differentiating the steps involved in each operation; and  
(c) determining the existing or potential hazards inherent in each step.  
 
(2) The manager shall prepare safe operating procedures for special tasks, which 
procedures shall include the elimination or minimizing of hazards by  
(a) engineering controls;  
(b) job training, and  
(c) use of protective equipment 
 


