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Safety policies

What does your employer have to do?

The Health & Safety at Work Act Section 2(3) requires your employer to produce a safety policy.  The policy should be in three parts:

· a general statement of the employer’s policy on health & safety (the commitment they give to health, safety and welfare in the workplace)
· the organisation in place to put the policy into operation (which managers are responsible for what)
· the arrangements for ensuring the general policy aims are met (the rules and procedures that ensure safe and healthy conditions).

The safety policy must be in writing, and brought to the attention of all employees. The act doesn’t specify how this should be done; some employers pin a copy of the policy on a notice board; some give a booklet to all employees; increasingly it appears on intranet sites. 

The policy statement should be dated, and signed by the most senior member of management with overall responsibility for health, safety and welfare.  Larger institutions may have a central policy, with supplementary departmental policies that detail specific responsibilities and procedures locally.

The requirement to produce a policy, with detailed organisation and arrangements identified is intended to encourage employers to adopt a strategic and systematic approach to health, safety and welfare in the workplace.  The safety policy document is an essential source of information for trade union safety representatives.
· It demonstrates the employer’s commitment to the health, safety and welfare of staff and the public.
· It can be used to identify who is responsible if things are not getting done or have gone wrong.
· It clearly outlines the rules and procedures that must be followed.

Reviewing and revising the safety policy
The law requires that the policy is revised ‘as often as may be appropriate’.  Safety policies need to be constantly reviewed in the light of new information such as:

· legal changes
· the introduction by the HSE of a new approved code of practice or guidance
· identification of a new hazard, or when new information about an existing hazard becomes available
· the introduction of new working practices or staffing changes
· a management re-organisation.

The policy must be revised to take account of any changes, and any such revisions must be notified to employees.

Safety policy review should be a standing item on the safety committee agenda, so that safety representatives are involved in the development of the policy.

What should be in a safety policy?

The safety policy should constitute a basic action plan on health safety and welfare which all employees can read, understand and follow.  A well thought-out policy that has been developed in consultation with UCU and other trade union safety representatives in the institution is a health and safety blue-print for the institution.

The statement
The best policy statements will contain a clear, unambiguous commitment that the employer intends to use all means possible to achieve the highest possible standards to ensure that the health, safety and welfare of all the employees is protected.  Employee health, safety and welfare should be given the highest priority, in terms of the organisation’s objectives.  The statement should also include a commitment to protecting the general public, and that the activities of the employer will not damage the environment. The statement should enlist the employees support in achieving the policy objectives.

The worst examples will merely regurgitate the Section 2(2) duties from the Health & Safety at Work Act, including the qualification ‘so far as is reasonably practicable’, and put an over-emphasis on the responsibilities of individual employees.

The organisation
This section should detail all levels of management, from the highest to the lowest, and set out the specific responsibilities that each has for health, safety and welfare.  It should include policy-makers, executives, line managers at all levels, and the role of specialists.  The duties and responsibilities of each should be clearly identified and listed.  This should establish a clear chain of command, so that it is immediately obvious who is responsible for ensuring health, safety and welfare throughout the organisation.

The arrangements
This part of the policy is open-ended.  Anything that helps the employer to achieve the stated policy objectives is part of the arrangements.  The arrangements section should cover things like:
· the main hazards and risks
· the risk assessment process, including specific assessment requirements for the use of chemical and biological materials, manual handling, display screen equipment, ionising radiation etc
· the procedures for reviewing risk assessments
· safe working practices and procedures
· procedures for reporting and dealing with problems
· safety rules
· arrangements for training and supervision
· how consultation and representation is organised
· maintenance procedures
· procedures for the introduction of new materials, substances and equipment
· purchasing and supply of equipment and materials
· emergency procedures
· the appointment of competent persons to assist with risk assessment and emergencies
· procedures for dealing with injuries, incidents and first aid
· occupational health service provision
· policies and procedures on issues like stress, bullying, harassment, lone working etc
The actual policy document issued may be a concise statement of the general policy, organisation and arrangements.  This can refer to a wider range of documents, procedures, manuals etc held at other locations, to which safety representatives have access.






















Health and safety factsheet
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