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COVID-19: Recommissioning of lifts and escalators 

Many lifts and escalators will have been switched off during lockdown. Whilst many will return to 
regular service without any glitches, there are some precautionary steps that should be taken 
before this is done. The passage of time during the unexpected extended period of lockdown may 
have caused situations in which premature component wear or failure can be expected.   

If a lift has been isolated at the main isolator, the lift contractor should be called in to return it to 
service. If there is any doubt about a lift or lifts, the maintenance contractor should be contacted to 
bring the lift back into safe use. 

If a lift has been maintained throughout the lockdown period, the chances of problems are 
reduced; nevertheless, problems may arise. 

With respect to lifts, social distancing will be a problem. A simple calculation will reveal that lifts 
with a rated load of 20 persons or fewer can carry only one person while the two-metre social 
distancing rule is observed. Consider staggered working hours and/or working to reduce peak 
demand on lifts. This document should be read in conjunction with COVID-19: Lift use and 
occupancy, available at www.cibse.org/emerging-from-lockdown. 

Clean off surfaces, including push buttons, doors, and lift car walls frequently; but be aware that 
some cleaning agents may cause damage to buttons and/or cause them to stick.  

For further information see the Lifting Operations and Lifting Equipment Regulations 1998 (HMSO, 
1998), the statutory regulation that applies to workplaces, often abbreviated to LOLER. This 
regulation requires a thorough examination of passenger lifts every six months– rather like an MOT 
for a motor vehicle. Make sure that your LOLER certificate is up to date, and do not put the lift back 
into service without a current certificate.  

If the lift has been out of service and decommissioned properly, ask your lift contractor to come 
and reinstate it. Do NOT do it yourself. 

If the LOLER certificate is out of date, the lift must not be used – there are no extensions to the 
deadlines under LOLER due to coronavirus.  

If the lift is hydraulic, it may have sunk onto the buffers due to internal valve leakage over the time 
it has been switched off.  

The safest way, by far, is to organise a routine maintenance visit to get the lift back into service; the 
lubrication on the guides may have dried out, or simply run to the base of the guides themselves. 
As a result, the lift may make an awful noise when returned to service. 

The extended lockdown period may have caused suspended solids in the hydraulic oil to sink to the 
bottom of the tank. When a lift is restarted these may be churned up by the action of the motor 
and pump, causing internal damage to the valve block or other hydraulic components (such as 
seals).  
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Consideration should be given to flushing through the hydraulic system, removing sediment, and 
replacing the oil. In some cases, the hydraulic oil may have demulsified.  

 

 

 

It is also possible that due to hydraulic oil leakage, the lift will not be able to reach the top floor.  
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In addition, the pit may have some water content that has backed up from some source.  

 

 

 

Traction lifts must also be thoroughly checked. Many brakes may not have operated during 
lockdown, and may be sluggish as a result. In some cases the brake drum, suspension ropes and 
other components may have surface rust due to lack of use, thus requiring attention. 
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Escalators are not covered by LOLER (HMSO, 1998), but after a period out of service, the drive and 
steps chains may require lubrication.  

It is also worth making sure that no foreign bodies that may cause a comb plate trip are present on 
the step band when restarted. There are some very good guidelines in the Safety Assessment 
Federation document Guidelines for the safe operation of escalators and moving walks (SAFed, 
2018) that provide recommended daily checks for escalator owners but, once again, a routine 
maintenance visit prior to going into service would be a good idea.  

As with all periods of inactivity, it is possible that a build up of detritus may be present. This is often 
a build up of dust, dirt and lubricant, and may well be flammable. Any detritus should be cleaned 
off before restarting. 

In conclusion, it is strongly recommended that any lift or escalator be subjected to a thorough 
maintenance visit prior to re-entering service. 
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Note from the publisher 

The rights of publication or translation are reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior permission of the Institution.  

This document is based on the best knowledge available at the time of publication. However no responsibility 
of any kind for any injury, death, loss, damage or delay however caused resulting from the use of these 
recommendations can be accepted by the Chartered Institution of Building Services Engineers, the authors or 
others involved in its publication. In adopting these recommendations for use each adopter by doing so agrees 
to accept full responsibility for any personal injury, death, loss, damage or delay arising out of or in connection 
with their use by or on behalf of such adopter irrespective of the cause or reason therefore and agrees to 
defend, indemnify and hold harmless the Chartered Institution of Building Services Engineers, the authors and 
others involved in their publication from any and all liability arising out of or in connection with such use as 
aforesaid and irrespective of any negligence on the part of those indemnified.  

This publication is primarily intended to provide guidance to those responsible for the design, installation, 
commissioning, operation and maintenance of building services. It is not intended to be exhaustive or 
definitive and it will be necessary for users of the guidance given to exercise their own professional judgement 
when deciding whether to abide by or depart from it. Any commercial products depicted or described within 
this publication are included for the purposes of illustration only and their inclusion does not imply 
endorsement or recommendation by the Institution. 
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