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REGULATORY  DEVELOPMENT

CHANGE FOR NCC 2013
The expression “prevention 
is better than cure” certainly 
applies to the ABCB’s recent 
decision to improve the safety of 
young children in buildings.  The 
ABCB has decided to introduce 
more stringent window barrier 
requirements in NCC 2013.

WHY IS THE CHANGE 
NECESSARY?
An increasing number of young children 
are being injured each year after falling 
out of windows.  Without intervention, 
the situation is likely to worsen as more 
families with children live in houses or 
units of two storeys or more.

The Children’s Hospital at Westmead 
(CHW)1 reported that between 1998 and 
2008, 75 young children aged five and 

under were admitted to the hospital 
after falling from a window. The falls 
resulted in one death and one in five 
serious injuries. Around 75% of the falls 
were from a ground floor, first floor, or 
second floor.

Overall in NSW, approximately 25 
children are admitted to hospital each 
year after falling from a window. The 
most common injury is to the head, 
some of which result in devastating 
brain injuries.2

The Queensland Injury Surveillance 
Unit (QISU) reported that between 1998 
and 2002, there were 71 presentations 
to QISU participating hospitals 
(representing around 25% of hospitals 
in Queensland).  44% of window falls 
resulted in intracranial injuries, while a 
further 17% resulted in fractures.  70% 
of the children were aged between one 
and three years and fall distances were 
typically 2-3m.

The problem is not restricted to 
Australia.  There are reports from the 

USA of more than 4000 young children 
falling from windows each year resulting 
in media campaigns and code changes. 
However, media campaigns alone were 
not considered totally effective. For 
example in New York, it is reported that 
greater reductions in falls were achieved 
when the initial education campaign 
was complemented by enforcement 
of window safety devices through 
legislation.  A 96% reduction in hospital 
admissions was recorded.3, 4

WHAT HAS THE ABCB  
BEEN DOING?
The ABCB has been investigating the 
incidence of slips, trips and falls in 
buildings for many years since it became 
aware slips, trips and falls constitute 
a leading cause of injury and death in 
buildings. 

In 2007, the ABCB commissioned the 
Monash University Accident Research 
Centre (MUARC) to research whether 
a relationship exists between the 
incidence of slips, trips and falls and the 
design and construction of buildings.  
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The MUARC report made a number 
of recommendations, including the 
installation of window barriers for 
openable windows in habitable rooms 
of residential buildings above 2m.

This led to the development of 
proposed code changes, regulation 
impact assessment, inclusion of the 
proposals in NCC public comment 
drafts, consideration at a stakeholder 
forum and by a working group, and 
finally consideration by the ABCB Board. 
In December 2012, the Board decided 
the changes would apply to bedrooms 

of residential buildings.  The ABCB will 
continue to review data and research 
on the incidence of falls in and from 
buildings to ensure the NCC delivers 
an appropriate level of safety for the 
occupants of buildings.

WHAT IS THE EFFECT OF  
THE CHANGE?
The current NCC requires an 865mm 
barrier under an openable window 
where the floor beneath the window is 
more than 4m above the surface below.

The changes to be introduced in NCC 
2013 require window barriers for 
openable windows in early childhood 
centres and in bedrooms of residential 
buildings (ie houses, apartments, hotels 
and the like), where the floor below 
the window is more than 2m above the 
surface beneath.  Young children are 
most at risk from window falls in these 
buildings.  For example, in a bedroom, 
where young children often play 
unsupervised, it is common to find beds 
and other furniture placed under or 
near windows.  While it could be argued 
that effective supervision would solve 
the problem, it is unrealistic to expect 
supervision of young children 24/7.

The NCC changes will require the window 
to be fitted with either a device to restrict 

the window opening, or a suitable screen, 
so a 125mm sphere (the size of a young 
child’s head) cannot pass through.

The device or screen can have a child 
resistant release mechanism (eg a key 
lock) which can enable the device or 
screen to be removed, unlocked or 
overridden, so for example the window 
can be cleaned.

A barrier is not required for windows 
1.7m or more above the floor.
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Examples of suitable window devices:   
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