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Safety committees

Safety committees are important because they give the trade unions a forum within which to influence the employer’s health & safety policy and strategic development. Safety committees are only one part of the organisation for health and safety in the workplace. They should not be the main focus for UCU safety representatives’ activity.  That should be activity in the workplace, taking-up problems and issues on behalf of the members you represent, conducting inspections, keeping members informed etc.

Neither is the safety committee a forum for resolving day-to-day workplace problems. Safety committees usually meet infrequently – in higher and further education, safety committee meetings can be as infrequent as once a term.  Problem resolution should be done at the appropriate levels in the workplace (departments or sites) by safety representatives using the existing procedures and negotiation. 

When operating at the safety committee level, it is important that UCU talks to other campus unions about how the unions jointly approach safety committee agendas, meetings and constitution.  UCU advises that there should be a joint union safety organisation established, so the unions can meet regularly and adopt (or as nearly as possible adopt) a common position on health, safety & welfare matters on campus, and take appropriate positions on safety committee agenda items.

Setting-up a safety committee

The Health & Safety at Work Act Section 2(7) requires the employer to set up a safety committee if requested by safety representatives. Regulation 9 of the Safety Representatives and Safety Committee Regulations (SRSCR) sets out how this should be done.

The duty on the employer is to set-up a safety committee following a written request from at least two safety representatives. The committee should be established within 3 months of the initial request.

Before setting-up the committee, the employer must:

· consult with the safety reps who made the request
· consult other union representatives in the workplace
· post a notice stating the composition of the committee

· give information about the workplace(s) covered.

Committees established in any other way are not safety committees under the SRSCR.

More than one committee?

In large institutions, it may be appropriate to have a number of secondary-level separate committees (eg faculty or campus-based), as well as a primary institution committee.  Where such a structure exists, it is important there are adequate arrangements for co-ordination between the various committees. It is important to make sure that the safety committee is not just a ‘talking shop’, but that it can take decisions and implement action.

Membership

Employers often insist that membership of safety committees has to be an equal number of management and employee representatives.  This is NOT the case.  This position comes from an interpretation of Guidance Note 83 to the SRSCR, which says “The number of management representatives should not exceed the number of employee representatives.” It is difficult to see why employers should insist on a 50/50 composition, unless they see the safety committee as a place for confrontation, and thus where numbers are needed for votes. 

The safety committee is supposed to be a forum for co-operation between the employer and employees, so it is anyway questionable if voting as the decision-making process is appropriate.  What IS important is that there is at least one senior manager in attendance who has decision-making powers, who can initiate action, and where necessary either authorise expenditure directly or recommend it to an appropriate committee.

A safety committee under the SRSCR is about worker representation and safety rep involvement - there is no specific provision for safety committee representation for third parties - even though the employer has duties towards them under Section 3 of the HASAW Act.

The local UCU organisation may decide if it wants to allow a representative from the student union to attend safety committee meetings as an observer, but there is no requirement for this.  The institution should have its own structures for liaison with the student body, and this should include health, safety and welfare matters, and it would probably be more appropriate for student input to be via those structures.

Safety committee agendas

The guidance (Paragraph 76) recommends the following issues as appropriate safety committee business:
· the study of accident and disease statistics, so that reports can be made to management on unsafe and unhealthy conditions and practices, together with recommendations for corrective action
· consideration of sickness absence statistics, and the reasons for absence

· examination of management’s safety audit reports on a similar basis
· consideration of reports and information provided by the HSE
· consider reports safety reps may submit
· assist in developing safety rules and safe systems of work
· monitoring the effectiveness of employee safety training
· monitoring the adequacy of health & safety related communication and publicity
· providing a link to the enforcing authority.

UCU recommends that additional items might include:

· monitoring the risk assessment process
· an annual review of the employer’s safety policy statement.
Agendas should be agreed prior to the meeting, with the facility to add emergency items at short notice.  Issues of any other business should be kept to a minimum.

More information
See the comprehensive set of guidance paragraphs (GP) 69 - 95 of the SRSCR for more HSE guidance. 

Some key points are:

· detailed arrangements for the committee’s operation should be evolved through discussion and negotiation (GP69)
· In large workplaces they may be a need for several committees with adequate arrangements for co-ordination between them (GP73)
· membership should be agreed, and there should not be more managers than union representatives (GP83)

· management members should have adequate authority to make decisions (GP84)

· safety representatives are not responsible to the committee (GP86)

· employers should ensure safety representatives incur no losses by attending meetings and other activities sanctioned by the committee. (GP87)
· health & safety committees should meet as often as necessary (GP90)
· meeting should not be routinely cancelled or postponed (GP91)

· there should be a planned programme of meetings, and the programme published (GP92)

· agreed minutes should be kept, and circulated to members as soon as possible after the meeting, and sent to all safety representatives (GP95)

· minutes should be displayed in the workplace (GP95).
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