
 CONSTRUCTION WORKPLACE DESIGN SOLUTION 
 

Specify Sufficient Wall Height to Allow Parapets to 
Function as Fall Prevention 
 

HAZARD: FALLS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This design solution protects against the risk of serious falls from roofs or platforms during 
construction, maintenance, and demolition activities over the life of a building. Falls from 
roofs can result in serious death or injury - there were161 fatal falls from roofs reported in 
2007 [BLS, 2009]. A parapet is a low wall or railing used to protect the edge of a platform or 
roof. Parapets are not used on every building, but where they are used they can be designed 
to provide fall protection. Parapet/guardrail combinations are also commonly used on 
bridges.  
 
SOLUTION:  
Specify parapet wall heights to be at least 39 inches high and strong enough to support 200 
pounds. This allows the parapet wall to function as an effective barrier against falls. The 
International Building Code requires that parapet walls be at least 30 inches high (IBC 
704.11.1) but this height is insufficient to meet regulatory requirements and insufficient to 
function as an effective perimeter guard against falls.  
 
A parapet that can function as a perimeter guard also eliminates the need to provide 
temporary fall protection for construction and maintenance activities on the roof thus 
reducing total costs over the building life cycle.  
 

  
    Parapet wall on roof  Parapet wall on bridge  
 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
Applicable US Safety and Health Regulations  
 
OSHA Construction standards  
 
1926.501(b)(1) “Unprotected sides and edges.” Each employee on a walking/working surface 
(horizontal and vertical surface) with an unprotected side or edge which is 6 feet (1.8 m) or 



more above a lower level shall be protected from falling by the use of guardrail systems, 
safety net systems, or personal fall arrest systems. Unprotected sides and edges is defined as 
meaning any side or edge (except at entrances to points of access) of a walking/working 
surface, e.g., floor, roof, ramp, or runway where there is no wall or guardrail system at least 
39 inches (1.0 m) high. 
 
Other information  
 
Various local building codes may address parapet design and height. For example, since 
1968 buildings in New York City more than twenty-two feet in height with roofs flatter than 
twenty degrees have been required to be provided with a parapet not less than three feet six 
inches (42 inches) high, or be provided with a 42 inch railing or fence, or combination 
[§[C26-503.4] 27-334 Protective guards].  
 
Various state codes may also address guardrail and parapet heights for highway bridges. For 
example, the Texas Department of Transportation specifies a 42 inch guardrail (24 inch 
parapet with 18 inch guardrail) for bridge railings for pedestrians [Manual Notice 2006-1, 
Section 5]  
 
AVAILABLE EXAMPLES OF PRODUCT OR USE:  
No specific parapet products were found as they are commonly constructed as part of the 
building. There may be combination parapet and guardrail products available for bridges.  
 
OTHER CONSIDERATIONS  
 Parapet design must also consider other potential uses. For example, some parapets may 

be designed to support window-washing scaffolds or for use as an anchorage with 
personal fall arrest systems.  

 Parapets must be maintained over the life of the building. Older parapets may need 
bracing.  
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