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Competency and Capability for Confined Space Work

Why Competency Matters
Confined space incidents rarely occur because workers are unaware of the existence of hazards.
More commonly, incidents result from failures to recognise changing conditions, incorrect
application of controls, poor decision-making, or inadequate emergency preparedness.
For this reason, confined space safety depends not only on procedures and equipment, but on
the competency and capability of the people responsible for planning, supervising, entering and
supporting confined space work.
Competency is more than holding a training certificate. It is the demonstrated ability to apply
knowledge, skills and judgement to safely perform work under real-world conditions.
Effective confined space management requires organisations to ensure that all personnel
involved possess the appropriate level of competence for their role and are capable of
performing their duties safely.
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Understanding Competency and Capability
While often used interchangeably, competency and capability are not the same.
Competency
Competency refers to the:

Knowledge 
Skills 
Training 
Experience 

required to perform a specific task safely.
Examples include:

Conducting atmospheric testing 
Implementing isolations 
Managing permits 
Using retrieval equipment 
Supervising confined space work 

Capability
Capability refers to a person's ability to apply those competencies effectively in the operational
environment.
This may include:

Physical capacity 
Situational awareness 
Decision-making ability 
Communication skills 
Emergency response capability 
Ability to manage stress and changing conditions 

A worker may be technically competent but lack the capability to safely perform a specific
confined space task due to environmental, physical or operational factors.
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Key Roles Requiring Competency
Confined space work involves multiple roles, each requiring specific competencies.
Entry Supervisor
The entry supervisor is responsible for ensuring that:

Hazards have been identified 
Controls are implemented 
Isolations are verified 
Atmospheric monitoring requirements are met 
Emergency arrangements are in place 
Entry permits are authorised 

Competence should include:
Risk assessment 
Permit systems 
Hazard controls 
Isolation verification 
Emergency planning 

Confined Space Entrants
Entrants must understand:

Hazards associated with the space 
Entry procedures 
Atmospheric risks 
Communication systems 
Emergency arrangements 
Use of PPE and equipment 

They should be capable of:
Recognising changing conditions 
Following permit requirements 
Reporting hazards immediately 
Responding appropriately during emergencies 

Standby Persons
The standby person plays a critical role in protecting entrants.
They must be capable of:

Maintaining continuous monitoring 
Recognising signs of distress 
Initiating emergency procedures 
Managing communication systems 
Preventing unauthorised entry 

Importantly, standby personnel must understand that they are not rescue personnel unless
specifically trained, equipped and authorised.
Rescue Personnel
Rescue teams require competencies beyond those of confined space entrants.
This may include:

Rescue planning 
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Retrieval systems 
Rope access techniques 
Breathing apparatus use 
Casualty management 
Emergency communications 

Rescue capability should be verified through practical exercises rather than assumed through
qualifications alone.
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Core Knowledge Areas
All personnel involved in confined space work should have a working understanding of:
Confined Space Fundamentals
Including:

Definitions 
Regulatory requirements 
Hazard identification 
Risk management principles 

Atmospheric Hazards
Understanding:

Oxygen deficiency 
Oxygen enrichment 
Toxic atmospheres 
Flammable atmospheres 
Atmospheric monitoring limitations 

Isolation and Energy Control
Knowledge of:

Lockout and tagout systems 
Process isolation 
Stored energy hazards 
Verification procedures 

Emergency Response
Understanding:

Rescue plans 
Alarm procedures 
Communication methods 
Escalation processes 

Beyond Training: Demonstrated Competence
Training alone does not guarantee competence.
A person may successfully complete a training course yet be unable to apply the knowledge
effectively in the workplace.
Competency assurance should therefore include:
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Formal Training
Relevant nationally recognised or industry-approved training programs.
Practical Assessment

Verification that personnel can:
Use equipment correctly 
Apply procedures 
Identify hazards 
Respond to abnormal situations 

Workplace Experience
Exposure to actual confined space environments under supervision.
Ongoing Verification
Periodic reassessment to confirm continued competence.
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Human Factors and Decision Making
Many confined space incidents involve human factors rather than technical failures.
Common contributing factors include:

Complacency 
Time pressure 
Assumptions 
Communication failures 
Fatigue 
Overconfidence 
Inadequate supervision 

Competency programs should therefore address:
Situational Awareness
The ability to recognise:

Emerging hazards 
Changes in atmospheric conditions 
Equipment failures 
Unsafe behaviours 

Risk-Based Decision Making
Workers should understand:

When to stop work 
When conditions exceed permit limits 
When additional controls are required 
When emergency response should be initiated 

Communication Skills
Effective communication is essential between:

Entrants 
Standby personnel 
Supervisors 
Rescue teams 
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Capability Considerations
Some confined space tasks place significant demands on personnel.
Capability assessments may consider:
Physical Requirements
Such as:

Access constraints 
Climbing requirements 
Use of breathing apparatus 
Heat stress exposure 
Manual handling demands 

Psychological Factors
Including:

Ability to work in confined environments 
Response to stressful situations 
Decision-making under pressure 
Maintaining focus during prolonged tasks 

Task Complexity
Higher-risk work may require additional capability considerations, including specialist skills and
experience.

Maintaining Competency
Competency can degrade over time if skills are not regularly applied.
Organisations should establish systems for:
Refresher Training
Periodic updates on:

Regulations 
Procedures 
Equipment 
Emerging industry practices 

Practical Exercises
Including:

Entry simulations 
Rescue drills 
Equipment inspections 
Atmospheric monitoring exercises 

Incident Reviews
Learning from:

Internal incidents 
Near misses 
Industry events 
Lessons learned 



www.WAHA.org.au
Working at Height Association
Limited ABN 79 116 837 819
PO Box 91, Lane Cove, NSW 1595

Working at Height
 Association TECHNICAL GUIDANCE

Date of Issue: 28 June 2026
Version 1

WAHA-TG-024

Competency in Rescue Planning
Rescue capability is one of the most commonly overestimated aspects of confined space work.
A rescue plan should consider:

Who will perform the rescue 
What competencies are required 
Availability of rescue resources 
Response times 
Training frequency 
Practical rescue capability 

A documented rescue plan is ineffective if personnel lack the skills and experience to execute it
safely.

Designing for Competency
Designers can significantly reduce competency demands by eliminating hazards and simplifying
operations.
Examples include:
Designing Out Entry
Using:

Remote inspection systems 
Automated cleaning systems 
External maintenance points 

Simplifying Controls
Providing:

Clear isolation systems 
Accessible monitoring points 
Intuitive equipment layouts 

Improving Access
Designing spaces that:

Reduce physical demands 
Improve visibility 
Facilitate communication 
Enable safer rescue operations 

Good design reduces reliance on individual performance and improves overall safety outcomes.

Common Competency Failures
Incident investigations frequently identify:

Inadequate hazard recognition 
Failure to understand atmospheric monitoring results 
Incorrect isolation practices 
Poor permit management 
Inadequate standby arrangements 
Lack of rescue capability 
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Overreliance on previous experience 
Failure to recognise changing conditions 

These failures often reflect weaknesses in competency assurance systems rather than individual
worker behaviour.

Key Principles
Organisations should ensure that:
✓ Competency requirements are defined for each role
✓ Training is supplemented by practical assessment
✓ Capability is considered alongside qualifications
✓ Rescue personnel possess verified rescue competence
✓ Competencies are maintained through refresher training and exercises
✓ Human factors are addressed within training programs
✓ Competency assurance systems are regularly reviewed
✓ Design solutions minimise reliance on human performance wherever practicable

WAHA Guidance
Competent people are a critical control in confined space work, but competency should never be
viewed as a substitute for good design, effective risk management or robust engineering
controls. The safest confined spaces are those that minimise entry requirements, simplify tasks,
and reduce dependence on human intervention.
A mature confined space management system recognises that competency is not a one-time
achievement but an ongoing process of training, assessment, experience and continuous
improvement.
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