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INTRODUCTION TO FORKLIFT TRUCKS

What is a forklift truck?
A forklift is a powered industrial truck used to lift and move loads. It has a mast and an elevating load carriage with a pair of 
fork arms or other load-holding parts. As you can see below, there are different types of forklifts. The most common forklift is 
the counterbalance forklift truck.

Rough terrain forklift truck Narrow aisle turret truck (Lo licence)

Walkie reach stacker

Sit-on reach forklift truck

Counterbalance forklift truck Order picking forklift truck (LO licence)

This series of images were used with permission from Linde

SAMPLE
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INTRODUCTION TO FORKLIFT TRUCKS

Counterbalance forklift
The most common forklift is the counterbalance type. 
This means they carry the load on the front mounted forks 
(tynes) and use all the weight behind the front wheels to 
counterbalance the load.

The point of balance on a forklift is called the fulcrum. The 
fulcrum is where a vertical line drawn through the centre 
of the front axle would meet the ground. An easy way to 
remember this is the fulcrum is where the front wheels 
touch the ground.

Weight Counterweight

Everything behind the fulcrum acts as a counterweight.

Think of the forklift as being like a see-saw. If you have more 
weight than counterweight the forklift will tip forwards.

You cannot add more counterweight to try to lift a heavier 
load. Forklifts are not designed for this. If you did this you 
could damage the forklift.

Fulcrum

SAMPLE
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INTRODUCTION TO FORKLIFT TRUCKS

Parts of a forklift truck

COUNTERWEIGHT

Lift chain

Mast

Lift cylinder

Backrest

Vertical face of fork

Fork carriage

Heel

Locking pins

Fork (tyne)

Operator’s seat

Data plate/ 
load chart/rating plate

Gas bottle

Flashing hazard light

Seat belt

Instrument panel

Head lamp

Overhead guard

Mirror

Hydraulic controls

Tilt cylinder

Front wheel

Foot step
Rear wheel

Engine hood

Assist grip

Fuel cap

Counterweight

Foot guard

Note: 
Operator’s manual 
(usually located behind 
operators seat)SAMPLE
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INTRODUCTION TO FORKLIFT TRUCKS

Different types of forklift trucks have different controls. It is important that you get to know the controls of your forklift before 
you start using it. 

•	 You should check the operator’s manual for information on what the controls do before you start using a forklift that you 
have not used before. 

•	 Make sure you have a competent (experienced and trained) person show you the controls 

•	 Take some time to practice using the controls before you start moving loads.

Forklift controls

SAMPLE
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INTRODUCTION TO FORKLIFT TRUCKS

The types of documents you may need to refer to include:

•	 Forklift manufacturers instructions such as an operator’s manual

•	 Safe work or job procedures

•	 Specific workplace policies and procedures

•	 OHS / WHS workplace representatives

•	 Plans by managers

•	 Codes of practice

•	 Guidelines for the safe operation of forklifts and attachments

•	 WHS /OHS policy

•	 Health and Safety Acts and Regulations (OHS/WHS) 
These can be found at www.safeworkaustralia.com or 
on your state/territory Health and Safety Regulators website.

•	 Australian and industry standards 
You can search for standards at www.standards.org.

Before operating the forklift you must be aware of any guidelines, instructions and people for the forklift you will be operating and 
for forklift operation in general at the workplace. 

OHS / WHS Guidelines, instructions and people

PC 1.1
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INTRODUCTION TO FORKLIFT TRUCKS

Point of balance (fulcrum)

Point of balance 
(fulcrum)

Counterweight

Point of balance (fulcrum)

Counterweight

Load/weight

Point of balance (fulcrum)

Load/weight

Counterweight

The fulcrum (point of balance) is at the bottom of the 
front tyre. 

It is the point where the front tyre touches the ground.

QUESTION 1

A forklift has a point of 
balance (fulcrum).

Where is it?

Yes. All the weight behind the point of balance 
acts as a counterweight.QUESTION 2

Does all of the weight 
behind the point of 
balance work as a 
counterweight?

SAMPLE
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INTRODUCTION TO FORKLIFT TRUCKS

No. Forklifts are made to lift specific 
maximum loads. 

Changing the counterweights could 
cause an accident.

QUESTION 3

Are you allowed to put 
more counterweight on a 
forklift without checking the 
manufacturer’s instructions?

Extra counterweight

FORK TRUCK LOAD AND WARNING NOTICE
Operators must be trained and authorised. Do not operate the lift truck 

if it is in need of repair. This capacity plate is not transferable and is 
invalidated by any change to specifications.

PLATE I.D.: DEALER:

MODEL:                    	 S/NO:                      	 MAST:

MAST/CARRIAGE TILT DEGREES:	 TYRE PRESSURES KPA: 
FORWARD/DOWN: 	 FRONT:          

BACK/UP: 	 REAR:      

DRIVE WHEELS: 	 TYRE TYPE:    

TRACTION BATTERY WEIGHT (KG)  MIN:                      MAX:                          VOLT:

TARE WEIGHT WITHOUT TRACTION BATTERY (KG):

EASY GUIDES PTY LTD

SIDESHIFT

2W370

RATED CAPACITIES - SIDESHIFT & LOAD IN CENTRE POSITION
LOAD CENTRE

(MM)
LIFT/LOAD HEIGHT 

(MM)
MAST VERTICAL 
CAPACITY (KG)

MAST FORWARD 
CAPACITY (KG)

90015753700600

12345

6 686
12 686

SINGLE
N.A. N.A. N.A.

2745 HIRE 921

PNEUMATIC

123456A12345A

PC 2.4

SAMPLE
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CHAPTER 1 – PLAN WORK/TASK

Suitability of forklift and attachment
Every forklift has a data plate. You must check the data plate before using the forklift. The data plate tells you important things 
about the forklift. This includes telling you how much the forklift can safely lift and what attachments you can use.

The data plate helps you work out if the forklift and attachment are suitable for the load.

Make and model 
of the forklift

Maximum 
lift height

Load centre 
distance

Rated capacity – 
both vertical 

and tilt

Serial number

Forklift weight
Attachment 

type

PC 2.3

SAMPLE
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 CHAPTER 1 – PLAN WORK/TASK

Rated capacity
The rated capacity is the amount of weight the forklift is designed to lift at a certain load height and load centre distance 
as is shown on the data plate. 

The rated capacity or the load centre distance of the forklift may vary depending on:

•	 The height of the lift
•	 The load centre distance (The most common is 600mm)
•	 The mast position (vertical or forward)
•	 Any attachments that are fitted.

The rated capacity is displayed on the forklift data plate and may also be called the capacity or maximum capacity.

The rated capacity may be reduced once 
the load is lifted over a certain height.

An increase in load centre will reduce 
the forklifts rated capacity and stability.

The rated capacity and stability will be 
reduced when the mast is tilted forward.

PC 2.3

SAMPLE
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CHAPTER 1 – PLAN WORK/TASK

Checking the rated capacity
Check the data plate to find the rated capacity.

FORK TRUCK LOAD AND WARNING NOTICE
Operators must be trained and authorised. Do not operate the lift truck 

if it is in need of repair. This capacity plate is not transferable and is 
invalidated by any change to specifications.

PLATE I.D.: DEALER:

MODEL:                    	 S/NO:                      	 MAST:

MAST/CARRIAGE TILT DEGREES:	 TYRE PRESSURES KPA: 
FORWARD/DOWN: 	 FRONT:          

BACK/UP: 	 REAR:      

DRIVE WHEELS: 	 TYRE TYPE:    

TRACTION BATTERY WEIGHT (KG)  MIN:                      MAX:                          VOLT:

TARE WEIGHT WITHOUT TRACTION BATTERY (KG):

EASY GUIDES PTY LTD

SIDESHIFT

2W370

RATED CAPACITIES - SIDESHIFT & LOAD IN CENTRE POSITION
LOAD CENTRE

(MM)
LIFT/LOAD HEIGHT 

(MM)
MAST VERTICAL 
CAPACITY (KG)

MAST FORWARD 
CAPACITY (KG)

90015753700600

12345

6 686
12 686

SINGLE
N.A. N.A. N.A.

2745 HIRE 921

PNEUMATIC

123456A12345A

1575 kg with a sideshift attachment 
lifting a load to a 3700 mm height 
with vertical mast and a 600 mm 
load centre

OR

900 kg with a sideshift attachment 
lifting a load to a 3700 mm height 
with forward tilted mast and a 
600 mm load centre

The forklift with the following data plate attached has the rated capacity of:

PC 2.3

SAMPLE
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CHAPTER 1 – PLAN WORK/TASK

Load centre distance
Load centre distance is the distance measured 
from the vertical face of the forks to the centre of 
gravity of the load.

The load centre distance affects how much weight 
the forklift can lift. 

The load centre distance will be marked on your 
forklift’s data plate.

For example, this forklift is lifting a 1500 kg load.

The forklift rated capacity is 1575 kg at a 600 mm 
load centre distance. 

It’s okay to lift this weight. 

But the load centre distance must be checked to 
make sure it is 600 mm or less first. 600mm is the 
most common load centre distance in millimetres.

1500 kg

600 
mm

Vertical face

Load centre distance

PC 2.6

SAMPLE
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CHAPTER 1 – PLAN WORK/TASK

But watch what happens when we change the load 
centre distance of the same 1500 kg load.

The distance from the vertical face of the forks to 
the front of the load is now one and a half metres 
(or 1500 mm). 

This makes the load centre distance 750 mm.  
The maximum load centre distance for this forklift 
is 600 mm. 

This forklift cannot safely lift this load.

The forklift would be unstable and the lifting 
capacity reduced. This might cause it to tip over. 

500 mm

Calculating the load centre distance
Measure from the vertical face of the forks to the front of the load. 
For this load the measurement is 1 metre (or 1000 mm).

Halve this measurement and you get the load centre distance. 
With this load it’s 500 mm. 

This forklift can safely lift and carry this load if:

•	 The load centre distance on the data plate 
is greater than 500 mm

•	 The weight of the load is within capacity
•	 The load is against the face of the forks. 

1000 mm

1500 mm

750 mm

PC 2.6
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