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Introduction to workplace inspections

Safety representatives will often pick up workplace problems on a daily basis; they don’t have to wait for the formal inspection. However, this doesn’t mean that the regular inspection is routine. It is one of our most important jobs, and politically important. It tells the employer that you are serious about the job, you are aware of your rights and are determined put them into practise, and it lets your members know you are active on their behalf.

Here are some of the reasons why we should do inspections:

· it’s a systematic way of approaching our job as safety representative
· it’s a more structured and detailed way to find out about problems
· it sends messages to the employer that we are serious about the job
· emphasises our presence and raises the union’s profile with the members
· gives us further opportunities to discuss health and safety with members
· helps us pick up more obscure or hidden problems and hazards
· we can check that relevant standards and laws are being observed
· to check that management has carried out agreed improvements
· puts pressure on the employer to resolve problems
· makes sure that new standards, laws etc are implemented.
The Safety Representatives & Safety Committee Regulations (SRSCR) specify three kinds of inspection rights that UCU safety representatives have.

1 Regular quarterly inspections
SRSC Regulation 5 provides you with the right to inspect the workplace regularly every 3 months. You must give the employer reasonable notice in writing. You can inspect more frequently if:

· you get an agreement with your employer
· where there has been a substantial change in the workplace
· new information has been published.
During the inspection, you have the right to private discussions with your members. The regulation also says that the employer or their representative has the right to be present in the workplace during your inspection. Employers sometimes interpret this to mean that they should accompany you, but it doesn’t mean that; it means you cannot ask them to leave while you inspect. You should decide if you want a member of management on the inspection. There are arguments for and against. You could point out things as you go, ask questions, begin discussions, or get agreement that something is wrong. On the other hand, it could send the wrong message to members; you might be rushed along; or members might be reluctant to have even private discussions with you, as it could be obvious who had raised a problem. You should decide what you want to happen according to the circumstances.

2 Inspections following notifiable accidents, occurrences and diseases
SRSC Regulation 6 provides you with the right to inspect following a notifiable accident, disease or dangerous occurrence. Definitions of these are found in the Reporting of Injuries, Diseases and Dangerous Occurrences Regulations (RIDDOR). Your purpose is to find out what caused it, and to get management to put things right, to avoid a recurrence. The regulation says:

· it must be safe for you inspect
· that the interests of your members might be involved.
You only have to notify the employer in advance if it is reasonably practicable to do so; but that's not very likely in the event of an incident. The same provision as in Regulation 5 in respect of the employer being in the workplace applies.

You can only exercise this right if things are brought to your attention immediately they happen. It is no good inspecting an accident site after everything has been cleared up, witnesses have gone home and victims taken to hospital. You need to ensure that there is a procedure in place to notify the safety representative immediately an accident or dangerous occurrence happens.

You should also be looking at extending this inspection right to all incidents, not just events that are covered by the RIDDOR definitions; things that are less serious but still pose risks and problems for members.

3 Inspection of documents and provision of information

SRSC Regulation 7 allows you to inspect and to take a copy of any documents that the employer is required by law to keep in the workplace. It also requires the employer to let you have access to any other information relating to health, safety and welfare that is necessary to enable you to do your job as a safety representative. There are a number of restrictions:

· if the information would affect national security
· if there was a law which would be broken by disclosing the information
· about an individual (but the individual can consent to your access)
· where disclosure would cause substantial injury to the employers business
· where the employer is going to use the information in a legal case.
You may need to develop arguments and negotiate to support your right if the employer is being restrictive.





















Health and safety factsheet
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